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INTRODUCTION 


In the light of history, the states’ rights campaign of 1948 can be seen as an outgrowth 
of the thinking of the rednecks, the coonasses, and the hillbillies. But it was 
acceptable to the political elite as well. 

J. OLIVER EMMERICH 


Dixiecrat speech writer and publisher, McComb Enterprise-Journal 


On April 8, 1996, ninety-three-year-old Strom Thurmond formally an- 
nounced his candidacy for an unprecedented seventh term as U.S. senator 
from South Carolina. The state’s “living legend” vowed to continue his 
fight for the cornerstones of conservatism: a strong military, a balanced 
budget, and a revamped welfare system. “T shall not give up on our mis- 
sion to right the 40-year wrongs of liberalism,” he declared.’ Despite his 
popularity, many South Carolinians doubted whether the senior senator 
was physically up to the task of another term. Other voters chafed at 
the thought of turning out the venerable old gentleman. For those who 
had achieved voting age since the mid-1950s, Thurmond had represented 
them their whole lives. 

Just about anyone you meet in South Carolina, it seems, has a per- 
sonal anecdote about the senator or can tell you about someone who has 
received prompt assistance on a thorny bureaucratic matter from Thur- 
mond’s legendary staff. One story in particular illustrates the extensive 
reach of Thurmond’s office. A friend once told me about the events sur- 
rounding the death of her grandfather, a longtime South Carolina poli- 
tician, who had passed away late one night. At 6:00 a.M., barely an hour 
after the ambulance had taken the body away and before all immediate 
family members had been notified, her grandmother received a call of 
condolence from Senator Thurmond. “How he found out about grand- 
daddy, we never knew,” my friend exclaimed. “It wasn’t even daylight yet. 
It was like a call from God.”? It is hardly surprising, then, that in this 


conservative state with its reverence for tradition, folks should shudder at 
the thought of electing a new senator. By excelling at constituent contact 
and through sheer longevity, Thurmond has personalized the office of 
U.S. senator to the point where the two seem inseparable. He has become 
an institution. 

It took Strom Thurmond almost fifty years to liberate himself from 
the limitations of traditional partisan politics. Along the way, he played a 
pivotal role in the political transformation of the South. Raised a Demo- 
crat in the one-party South, young Thurmond developed an early interest 
in politics, often tagging along with his father to hear rabble-rousing 
stump speakers in the town squares of Edgefield County. As an ambi- 
tious state legislator, Thurmond strongly supported Franklin D. Roose- 
velt, although like many southern Democrats, he grew impatient with 
what he considered the more radical aspects of the later New Deal. Thur- 
mond won election as governor in 1946 as a moderately liberal Demo- 
ctat promoting bureaucratic efficiency and industrial development. As 
the state’s chief executive, he advocated state repeal of the poll tax and 
moved swiftly in 1947 to use state machinery to apprehend and prosecute 
a lynch mob. 

Not oblivious to the escalating racial tensions in his region, Thur- 
mond and others like him believed the South’s myriad of problems to be, 
at heart, economic. However, unlike organizations such as the South- 
ern Conference for Human Welfare (scHw) and the Southern Regional 
Council, which linked economic and racial justice and hoped to achieve 
both through a combination of labor union organization and black voter 
registration, Thurmond advocated new industry and economic growth 
as the key to regional stability. The South, Thurmond argued, had long 
been held in an unequal, colonial status by the northern economic colos- 
sus, and only through economic parity could the region prosper and 
achieve racial harmony.’ Soon Thurmond’s liberalism, based on a pro- 
development philosophy, had diverged from the mainstream of the na- 
tional Democratic Party. The South Carolina governor counted himself 
among a growing number of disgruntled southern Democrats who felt 
increasingly uncomfortable within a national party that championed the 
power of the state to redress grievances and ensure economic and racial 
justice. 

Tensions came to a head in 1948 when, in an unprecedented move, 
President Harry Truman placed himself squarely behind civil rights legis- 
lation. Truman advocated federal protection against lynching, anti—poll 
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tax legislation, the establishment of the permanent Fair Employment 
Practices Commission (FEPC), and the prohibition of segregation in inter- 
state transportation. For the first time since Reconstruction, the status of 
African Americans had become a national issue. Many white southerners 
believed these measures signaled the beginning of an insidious campaign 
to destroy cherished regional “customs and institutions.” 

Hoping to stem this progressive tide and recover their former pre- 
eminent position within the national party ranks, a group of disgruntled 
southern Democrats formed the States’ Rights Democratic Party and 
chose Strom Thurmond as their presidential candidate. Although the 
new party—soon nicknamed the Dixiecrats—was primarily a protest ve- 
hicle, it was not intended to be merely symbolic; the goal of the States’ 
Rights Democrats was to upset the election bid of Harry Truman. By 
capturing the 127 electoral votes of the (historically) Solid South, they 
felt they could prevent either major party candidate from winning a ma- 
jority, thus throwing the election into the House of Representatives. In 
the House the Dixiecrats sought to exact concessions favorable to the 
South, but this was not to be. The Dixiecrats won only four southern 
states—South Carolina, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama—and 39 
electoral votes. They failed to alter the outcome of the election and the 
future course of the Democratic Party. Nevertheless, although voters 
across the South did not rally en masse behind the Dixiecrat banner, the 
election signified an important moment in southern politics. 

When political scientist V. O. Key analyzed southern politics in the 
late 19408, the perverse turn-of-the-century political developments and 
institutions —disfranchisement, malapportionment, one-partyism, and 
the complex structure of Jim Crow— remained in place. Yet, Key argued, 
there were growing doubts about the future course of southern poli- 
tics. The New Deal had sharpened class lines in the region’s politics; the 
depression had dealt a severe blow to the traditional system of planta- 
tion agriculture, swelling the stream of black migrants north; and the 
war had greatly stimulated and diversified the southern economy. Even 
more important, in the short run, were the emergence of civil rights as 
an issue in national politics, the identification of the Democratic Party 
with that issue, and the Dixiecrat revolt of 1948. While Key stressed the 
importance of the presence of blacks in the South on the development 
of southern politics, he argued that certain socioeconomic trends would 
“probably . . . further free [the region] from the effects of the Negro in its 
politics.” Key predicted the formation of a coalition between southern 
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blacks and white southern liberals that would lead to the gradual assimi- 
lation of blacks into political life and the eventual triumph over south- 
ern conservatism. According to Key and other chroniclers, the forces of 
racial reaction were on the defensive. The Dixiecrat movement’s failure to 
taise the race issue in a “compelling manner” signified the end of racism 
as a potent regional political weapon.* “Unpleasant as all this was,” noted 
Harry Ashmore, editor of the Arkansas Gazette, in the wake of the 1948 
election, “the Dixiecrats inadvertently performed a great service for the 
South by demonstrating that the race issue is no longer a certain ticket to 
public office for any demagogue who cates to use it.”° 

Later historians of southern politics appropriately identified the im- 
portant national political implications of the Dixiecrat bolt. The Dixie- 
crat defection marked the exit of the South from the New Deal coalition 
and the reorientation of the national party toward its more liberal wing. 
By breaking with the Democratic Party, the Dixiecrat movement dem- 
onstrated to conservative southerners that allegiance to one party was 
“neither necessary nor beneficial” and thus served as the crossover point 
for many southern voters in their move from the Democratic to the Re- 
publican column. The election of 1948, therefore, marked the beginning, 
however tentative, of the two-party South and the region’s political tran- 
sition from a Democratic to a Republican stronghold, a process not com- 
pleted until 1968.° These later syntheses are invaluable in identifying a 
singular moment in a major political transition. They correctly identify an 
important historic shift in conservative southern political loyalty, yet they 
ignore completely the very difficult, start-and-stop nature of the process 
of political change. It is tempting to read back into history, to recognize 
the South’s transition from a majority Democratic to a majority Republi- 
can region, to note Strom Thurmond’s high-profile party switch in 1964, 
and to draw a straight line back to the Dixiecrats. But from the vantage 
point of the 1940s, we see only uncertainty and confusion. Furthermore, 
these works present southern Democrats’ disaffection as primarily the re- 
sult of developments at the national level, giving scant attention to the 
grassroots activities of African Americans and the white working class. 
Only by immersing ourselves in the tumultuous events of the New Deal 
and postwar era can we begin to understand the meaning of the revolt 
for the people who staged it. 

Historian Numan Bartley, in his seminal work on the rise of massive 
resistance organizations following the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in 
Brown v. Board of Education and in his tecent major synthesis of the history 
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of the South since World War II, draws important ideological connec- 
tions between the Dixiecrats and anti-civil rights organizations in the 
19508. He further emphasizes the failure of the Dixiecrats to commit the 
South to political independence, thus underlining the persistence of New 
Deal political divisions in the region.’ While I do not necessarily dispute 
Bartley’s conclusions, his treatment of the Dixiecrats, situated as they are 
within large, sweeping narratives, begins in 1948, thus highlighting the 
“flash-in-the-pan” quality of a political movement whose roots tan deeper 
and whose impact was more lasting.’ 

The Dixiecrats were a reactionary protest organization comprised 
of economically conservative, segregationist southern Democrats who 
sought to reclaim their former prestige and ideological prominence in 
a party that had moved away from them. As political scientist Alexan- 
der Heard stated in his 1952 study of the political South, the Dixiecrats’ 
strength was confined to a sector of the region.” The Dixiecrat movement 
was primarily a revolt of the Black Belt, those counties that contained the 
tegion’s rich agricultural lands and large-scale plantation agriculture, the 
heart of the antebellum plantation South and home to the opponents of 
populism. The Black Belt also included those counties in which blacks 
outnumbered whites. Not surprisingly, maintenance of white supremacy 
was the area’s primary political concern.’° Following the defeat of the 
populists, the Black Belt factions within state governments succeeded 
in disfranchising black voters, diluting the potency of political dissent 
from poor whites, and enforcing the region’s attachment to the Demo- 
cratic Party. Two-party competition was anathema to Black Belt whites; it 
would have meant an appeal to black voters and possibly, as some feared, 
black rule. The ability of whites in the Black Belt to enforce regional 
conformity on the race issue in national politics became the South’s best 
protection against federal interference in racial matters. 

The maintenance of white supremacy and the threat of federal civil 
tights legislation to destroy that system was central to the formation and 
program of the States’ Rights Democrats. The southern protest, how- 
ever, was also a response to mounting agitation for racial and economic 
democracy at the local level. The Dixiecrats arose from and operated 
within a rapidly changing socioeconomic milieu stimulated by New Deal 
legislation and transformations brought on by World War II. Scholars 
recently have begun to devote more attention to the “generation before 
the Civil Rights Movement,” those white and black southerners who in 
the 1930s and 1940s, energized by the promise of New Deal liberalism, 
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created new organizations and political alliances to promote social and 
economic change in the South.” But just as economic, social, and politi- 
cal change in the years before Brown came too slowly for these groups, 
it came too quickly for others. For Black Belt elites, maintenance of the 
racial hierarchy and theit own economic privilege—in particular, access 
to and control over natural resources and domination of a captive, low- 
wage labor force—were intimately intertwined. For decades following 
the Civil War, the southern economy had existed in isolation, cut off 
from the national economic mainstream, free from threats to low local 
wages and labor discipline.’* New Deal programs initiated transforma- 
tions that challenged the economic hegemony and control of the planter 
and industrial elites. Eager to feed from the rich trough of federal agri- 
cultural programs, planters were unwittingly complicit in the breakdown 
of the plantation system. They often refused to distribute crop reduc- 
tion payments to sharecroppers and share tenants, thus effectively dis- 
lodging them from the plantation system and turning them, to borrow 
historian Gavin Wright’s phrase, “into footloose wage laborers.” '* The 
war, in turn, created new economic opportunities for these workers no 
longer tied to the land. Labor shortages in agriculture during the war 
and into the late 1940s were acute. In addition, war also stirred a new 
tace consciousness among southern blacks that frightened many south- 
etn whites.'* 

Agricultural elites were not the only ones disturbed by economic devel- 
opments of the period. The New Deal’s social welfare policies, wages and 
hours legislation, and protection for labor unions facilitated an alliance 
of white Black Belt and industrial leaders who shared a common con- 
setvative viewpoint.’ In addition to planters, the Dixiecrats attracted, 
according to one contemporary soutce, the “upper crust of mill owners, 
oil men, . . . bankers [and] lawyers . . . who might have felt more com- 
fortable voting Republican.” '® Thomas Sancton, writing for the Nation, 
noted that “in general the [Dixiecrats] are supported by all the investing 
and managing communities, from the Southern industrial metropolis to 
Old Man Johnson’s ‘furnish’ store at the unnamed crossroads.” '’ Men like 
Mississippi Delta planter Walter Sillers, Birmingham corporation lawyer 
Frank Dixon, Charlotte textile magazine publisher David C. Clark, and 
Louisiana oil and phosphate tycoon Leander Perez joined hands in com- 
mon cause in an attempt to block what they termed federal interference 
into the rights of the states and of property owners. 

“Local control” —racial and economic—became the catch phrase of 
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the conservative elite. The Dixiecrats reserved their strongest criticism 
for the proposed permanent FEPC, which would outlaw discrimination 
based on race, religion, or national origin. To them, the FEpc violated 
every concept of the right of employers under the Constitution because 
it would remove from them decisions regarding hiring and firing and, 
instead, would dispatch a veritable army of federal agents throughout the 
South to ensure that blacks were employed in every enterprise. Out on 
the stump, Dixiecrat supporters regularly distorted the goals of the FEPC, 
equating fair hiring practices with racial quotas."* 

In denouncing the FEpc and other civil rights measures, the States’ 
Rights Democrats had begun to articulate a critique of the expanding 
liberal state increasingly responsive to interest groups such as organized 
labor and African Americans. Their condemnation of New Deal liberal- 
ism gained power when framed in the new and powerful language of Cold 
War anticommunism. States’ Rights leaders warned of the possibility of a 
“remote, distant, mysterious” government “beyond the comprehension 
of the people themselves.” ” Presidential candidate Thurmond warned 
of a “federal police state, directed from Washington, [that] would force 
life on each hamlet in America to conform to a Washington patter.” 
“American” principles were the right to “local self-government”; failure 
to fight for states’ rights would endanger “the most precious of all human 
rights—the right to control and govern ourselves at home, the right of 
life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” *° Conflict arose when the in- 
stitution that had protected those principles —the national Democratic 
Party—began to threaten them instead. Thurmond and the Dixiecrats 
represented a reaction to the modern welfare state that over time would 
teach a broader audience frightened by school desegregation decisions, 
fair housing laws, and race riots and eventually give rise to the backlash 
led by George Wallace and to the growth of the Republican Party in the 
South. 

The Dixiecrats’ failure in 1948 was in part the result of crippling ironies 
and internal contradictions that illustrated the difficulties of fomenting 
political change in a one-party region. The organization encouraged 
voters to question their traditional political allegiance to the national 
Democratic Party, yet the Dixiecrats capitalized on and manipulated 
party regularity, succeeding only in those states where Thurmond and 
Wright were listed as the regular party nominees. Leaders differed over 
the organization’s goals. Some, like Thurmond, claimed the Dixiecrats 
were not a third party, insisted they had never left the Democratic Party, 
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and hoped to use the display of Dixiecrat strength as a bargaining chip in 
determining the future direction of the national party. Others wanted to 
use the Dixiecrat machinery to create a new third party. Voters who might 
have supported a new party were understandably wary of the Dixie- 
crats’ confusion and ambivalence. Ideological rifts plagued the party, 
with some members more comfortable than others with the rough ver- 
nacular of white supremacy. Many States’ Rights supporters shared Ala- 
bama Dixiecrat Marion Rushton’s desite for a well rounded and com- 
plex conservative agenda that went beyond, although did not abandon, 
inflammatory race baiting. “The time is gone,” Rushton confided to a 
fellow Dixiecrat, “when we Southerners can quit thinking and simply 
express ourselves by shouting ‘nigger’ and singing “Dixie.’”*! In addi- 
tion to these problems, the Dixiecrats suffered from a lack of funding, 
hasty organization, and what one newspaper called a “poverty of leader- 
ship.” Indeed, the South Carolina governor abruptly distanced himself 
from the movement shortly after the polls had closed, abandoning it to 
its less politically respectable members. A dearth of recognizable lead- 
ers possessing regional influence and credibility would remain a vexing 
obstacle throughout the duration of the States’ Rights campaign. 

The Dixiecrats failed to capture more states because the New Deal and 
the war had altered the southern political landscape in new and important 
ways. White southerners as a whole remained overwhelmingly united in 
their defense of white supremacy; however, their willingness to remain 
wedded to the conservative economic agenda of the Black Belt elite had 
weakened. Workers encouraged by New Deal labor legislation and a gen- 
eration of white men who served overseas began to see the South and 
politics in a slightly less parochial light and to view the federal govern- 
ment’s role in the economic life of the region in less defensive ways. Cam- 
paign rhetoric attempting to arouse the white citizenry and to explain the 
political crisis exposed Dixiecrats’ understanding of political relations as 
organic. They conceived of political relations in familial ways and privi- 
leged patriarchal dominance and control above all. Such a message failed 
to resonate fully in a region undergoing a profound transformation and 
in which rival groups had come to see themselves as potential political 
actors. 

The Dixiecrats’ significance lay not in their electoral efforts, which, as 
others have pointed out, were a failure. Although the organization itself 
was far from unified and, in fact, began to unravel almost at the mo- 
ment of inception, the movement nevertheless provided an impulse and 
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a precedent. It inaugurated a highly experimental era in which conser- 
vative white southerners used the movement’s organizational and ideo- 
logical framework to experiment with new political institutions and new 
alliances in theit desperate attempt to stymie racial progress and preserve 
power. Despite the 1948 failure, the political repercussions of resistance 
were significant. The Dixiecrat party broke the Black Belt’s historic alle- 
giance to the national Democratic Party. Although some Dixiecrats re- 
turned to the Democratic fold, others remained uncomfortable with the 
patty’s position on civil rights and chose to be political independents, at 
least in national electoral contests, in the 1950s. Dixiecrat faithful con- 
tributed the early leadership of many local and state citizen councils and 
served as a stepping stone to the Republican Party. 

The Dixiecrats likewise affected state political contests throughout the 
South. The Dixiecrat campaign legitimized ona fairly grand scale the use 
of red baiting in combination with race baiting, a technique that was uti- 
lized with precision and effect in campaigns in Florida and North Caro- 
lina in 1950. Furthermore, historians often have pointed to the defeat 
of Dixiecrat presidential candidate Thurmond in the 1950 U.S. Senate 
Democratic primary in South Carolina and the defeat of Alabama Dixie- 
crats for control of their state party as proof of Dixiecrat weakness. But 
is that the true meaning of these races? Implicit in this assessment is the 
confirmation of Key’s argument that race was no longer an effective cam- 
paign issue. However, these campaigns proved just the opposite; white 
voters rejected Dixiecrat independence because it did vot assure effec- 
tive protection against civil rights legislation, not because they were no 
longer aroused by the politics of race.”* In the turbulent 1930s and 19408, 
as agitation by black southerners at the grass roots, coupled with Supreme 
Court decisions and executive orders, threatened to erase or considerably 
alter the color line in the South, white southerners searched for ways to 
safeguard the gains of the New Deal and the economic promise of the war 
years while redrawing the line. The success of many New Deal and mod- 
erate legislators in presenting themselves as the most ardent defenders 
of white supremacy isolated the Dixiecrats and hastened their exit from 
the Democratic Party. 

This book begins in the 1930s with an overview of the socioeconomic 
changes wrought by the New Deal and World War II and concludes in 
the immediate aftermath of the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. 
Board of Education. Although a major goal of this work is to situate the 
Dixiecrats within the tumultuous ferment of the New Deal, wartime, and 
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postwar South and to show how the increasingly self-conscious activi- 
ties of the Black Belt /industrial elite were a direct response to grassroots 
challenges, those elite and the 1948 campaign are the book’s central focus. 
Because this was a regional movement that operated differently in indi- 
vidual states, comprehensive coverage of grassroots activity is prohibi- 
tive. This study intersperses the political narrative and analysis of the na- 
tional campaign with detailed coverage of the local activity in Mississippi, 
South Carolina, and Alabama—the flashpoints of the Dixiecrat cam- 
paign. The reasons for choosing these particular states are several. First, 
South Carolina and Mississippi are the home states of the Dixiecrats’ 
presidential and vice-presidential candidates, Governors Thurmond and 
Fielding L. Wright, and Alabama Dixiecrats were highly influential in 
directing the campaign and in charting the organization’s postelection 
future. These states also provided the Dixiecrats with their strongest sup- 
port. South Carolina and Mississippi also had the largest percentage of 
blacks of all southern states. The story then moves on to the Dixiecrats’ 
postelection prospects, which were exceptionally dim. The organization 
dissolved rather rapidly during 1949-50, due in no small part to Strom 
Thutrmond’s abandonment of it and the success of southern Democrats 
in Congress to stymie all civil rights legislation, thus depriving the Dixie- 
crats of their key issue. Although the organization per se did not survive 
into the 1950s, a nascent southern political independence, a disgruntle- 
ment with the national Democratic Party, did; consequently, concern 
over the protection of states’ rights and segregation were major foci in 
strong Dixiecrat states in 1950 and 1952. 

Strom Thurmond, not surprisingly, emerges as a central figure in this 
political drama. A man of keen political instincts, Thurmond also arose 
as a peculiar embodiment of the anxiety many white southerners felt in 
the late 1940s and early 1950s. Thurmond’s independent political nature 
and, of course, his eventual switch to the Republican Party mirrored and 
anticipated the region’s political identity crisis and transformation —in 
presidential politics— during this period. Thurmond’s lone-wolf, almost 
antiestablishment, political nature meshed well with his personal life. 
Throughout his political career, Thurmond benefited from his ability to 
combine political independence and personal virility with a states’ rights 
agenda that had as its bedrock local control over domestic institutions. 
His career has served as a most interesting guide into the story of southern 
politics in the 1940s and 1950s. 


Io * INTRODUCTION 


CHALLENGING THE LAWS OF NATURE 
The New Deal and Southern Politics 


As long as men live some will be in want, and all shall live in some sort of fear. 

To attempt to provide otherwise will meet with about as much success as an attempt to change 
the laws of gravitation. It is against nature and cannot be done—not even by the New Deal 
and its horde of crack-pot professors and communistic theorists. 

WALTER SILLERS 


Mississippi planter and Speaker of the Mississippi House of Representatives 


To the casual observer, life in the broad, flat alluvial plains of Bolivar 
County in the 1930s seemed to go on pretty much as it had since the first 
white settlers arrived in the early nineteenth century. In this county where 
blacks outnumbered whites four to one, cabins once inhabited by black 
slaves were now filled with black and white sharecroppers and tenants 
who, lacking effective political voice, found themselves trapped in an 
economic vice from which they saw few means of escape. But to Walter 
Sillers, scion of a prominent Bolivar County family, proprietor of sev- 
eral plantations, member of the influential Delta Council, and Mississippi 
state legislator, the New Deal years were ominous. From his home in 
tiny Rosedale, Sillers fretted while New Deal Democrats in Washington, 
D.C., passed legislation protecting the rights of workers to organize and 
to bargain collectively. Quite used to having a free hand to exploit his 
laborers as individuals, Sillers now worried that his field hands were “easy 
prey for the cro and communist organizations.” ' 

Since the turn of the century, southern agricultural and industrial lead- 
ers like Walter Sillers had (with some state-by-state variations) succeeded 
in fashioning a relative lock on a one-party political system that disfran- 
chised black voters and some poor whites, demanded allegiance to white 


supremacy, and undergirded an economic system that served their inter- 
ests, which included minimal governmental interference, low wages, and 
limited social welfare spending.’ For people such as Sillers and his fel- 
low Mississippi planter Oscar Bledsoe III of Greenwood, the political 
and economic structure that ensured the rule of white over black merely 
systematized what was at heart a natural hierarchy. “The inexorable law 
of eternal fitness,” Bledsoe confidentially proclaimed, “produces a top 
and bottom to everything that no man-made law can reverse.” * The up- 
heavals of the nation’s worst economic crisis, however, initiated a de- 
cade of economic experimentation that threatened to disrupt the laws of 
nature, redefine economic and political relationships in the South, and 
undermine the iron-fisted control of men such as Sillers and Bledsoe. The 
Roosevelt administration’s New Deal and the accompanying growth of 
federal power in the 1930s and 1940s threatened the South’s ideal of states’ 
rights and limited federal intervention. Although large southern agricul- 
tural operatives such as Sillers benefited from New Deal subsidies and 
from theit control of New Deal agencies, conservative southern Demo- 
ctats viewed warily the potential of New Deal programs to threaten the 
tegion’s economic dependence on cheap labor while stirring the demo- 
cratic ambitions of the disfranchised and undermining white supremacy. 
The New Deal, as one historian has noted, changed forever the relation- 
ship between southerners — both white and black—and the state.’ 

The Great Depression and the New Deal inaugurated a new era in the 
South’s economic and political life. National focus on the South’s eco- 
nomic rejuvenation sparked a contentious dialogue concerning the best 
route to lift the South out of poverty. The innovative ferment spawned 
by New Dealers in Washington who spoke of economic justice and parity 
between regions inspired southern liberals desperate to change the re- 
gion’s economic and political backwardness while it inflamed and threw 
on the defensive conservative southern leaders who believed that the re- 
gion’s economic salvation lay in the traditional cure of low wages to at- 
tract new industry.’ At the national level, New Deal programs that spoke 
to the needs of the working classes and alleviated the misery of the poor 
and black drew new and powerful voting constituencies to the Demo- 
cratic Party that changed the face of national politics. The creation of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (cro) in 1935 and the prominence 
of organized labor and northern blacks in the New Deal coalition fol- 
lowing the 1936 election signaled to white southern Democrats that their 
former position of dominance within the national party was threatened. 
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The 1930s delivered a wake-up call to traditional southern elites as they 
faced political challenges at the state and national levels. The magnitude 
of the economic crisis and the impact— sometimes positive, sometimes 
negative, sometimes merely symbolic —of New Deal programs on south- 
ern communities opened the door for liberal candidates who eschewed 
traditional appeals to racism for platforms focused on economic issues. 
Working-class white voters, buoyed by a president and a national agenda 
that spoke to their particular needs, found their voices and exercised their 
political muscle, while other white liberals reached across the color line to 
dedicate themselves to dismantling barriers to voting. Although no New 
Deal programs directly addressed the particular needs of black southern- 
ers, they nevertheless took strength and hope from New Deal liberalism 
and radical working-class activism and stepped up their participation in 
civil rights organizations, as well as Socialist- and Communist-led labor 
unions. These local challenges, as well as struggles over the direction 
of national policy, threw southern industrial and agricultural elites on 
the defensive in many political contests throughout the decade. Neither 
side could declare political victory during the New Deal years; rather, 
the decade marked the opening salvos in a long battle for economic and 
political control of the South. 


The first fissures between the South and the national Democratic Party 
appeared amidst the exigencies created by the Great Depression. For 
three years the American people rode a downward economic spiral that 
by 1932 left them exhausted and desperate. During that time Americans 
saw personal incomes cut in half. Unemployment skyrocketed from 1.6 
million in 1929 to 12.8 million in 1933, from 3 percent to 25 percent of the 
labor force. Farmers, already in trouble when the depression hit, faced 
catastrophe as commodity prices were cut in half. More than 9,000 banks 
closed during the period, factories and mines shut down, entire towns 
were abandoned, and thousands of farms were sold for debt.° 
Compared to other regions, the South had always wallowed in poverty, 
and when the depression struck, it was already prostrate and suffering. A 
predominantly rural region, the South by 1929 was crippled by the ravages 
of a prolonged agricultural depression and a series of natural disasters.’ 
The depression only compounded the privation endemic to the region’s 
outdated tenant farming system. During the 1930s approximately one- 
quarter of all southerners and one-half of all southern farmers were ten- 
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ants and sharecroppers. The depression hit them the hardest. Hurt by low 
commodity prices as farm income fell by half, many landlords discon- 
tinued the sharecrop furnish system, displacing hundreds of thousands 
of tenants and swelling the ranks of the landless.* Southern industry did 
not fare much better. During the first four years of the depression, south- 
ern manufacturing fell by 50 percent in Atlanta and New Orleans and by 
more than 70 percent in Birmingham, far surpassing a national manu- 
facturing decline of one-third. Unemployment in the South exceeded the 
national average and overwhelmed local relief agencies.’ 

Even in relatively flush times, rural southerners suffered a poverty that 
was pervasive and intractable. Their personal possessions few, most lived 
in squalor, scratching out a meager existence in cramped, cheaply made 
cabins that often lacked plumbing or adequate sanitation. But the extra 
burdens of the depression took their toll on an already worn-out region. 
Mississippi congressman Frank Smith later recalled that “people were 
bowed low” from the privations of the depression.” A state report on 
Sumter County, South Carolina, noted that nearly 1,500 families were un- 
employed, hungry, and practically naked." In Columbia in 1932, officials 
discovered some one hundred persons living at the city garbage dump.” 
Federal relief officials in the Deep South noted that approximately one- 
fifth of their rural clients had never owned a mattress until given one 
by the federal government. In addition, southern tenant families sur- 
vived on an inadequate diet that rarely included fresh meat, vegetables, or 
fruit, and they were plagued by the diseases of the impoverished: malaria, 
rickets, pellagra, and hookworm.” 

The inability or unwillingness of the federal government to act only 
intensified these desperate conditions. President Herbert Hoover, while 
more of an activist than his predecessor, was patalyzed by his personal 
“bootstraps” philosophy. Operating under the principle that the econ- 
omy was basically sound, Hoover prescribed a hefty dose of confidence. 
In speech after speech he exhorted the public to keep up hope and asked 
businessmen to keep mills and shops open, maintain wage levels, and 
spread the work to avoid layoffs. In return union leaders agreed to refrain 
from wage demands and strikes.'* However, as one historian has noted, 
“individual self-reliance, a cultural bedrock, proved to be completely in- 
effectual in countering personal misfortune.” 

Clearly, by the fall of 1932 the economy was not going to cure itself; 
moreover, Herbert Hoover was not going to take control. Anyone, it 
has been argued, could have beaten Hoover in 1932. Not just anyone did, 
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however. New York governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt, born in New 
York in 1882, the only child of a wealthy patrician father and an imperious 
mother, and a distant cousin of Theodore Roosevelt, had the advantage 
of a superior education at prestigious Groton School and Harvard Uni- 
versity, followed by a stint at Columbia Law School. While Roosevelt’s 
campaign program was vague, voters were drawn by his irrepressible con- 
fidence. Although Roosevelt had a genuine concern for the welfare of 
the less fortunate—the patrician’s sense of noblesse oblige —he was also 
a shrewd judge of human nature. Roosevelt had a sure feeling for public 
opinion, and he won a landslide victory against Hoover. With the excep- 
tion of William Howard Taft in 1912, no Republican candidate had ever 
been so thoroughly defeated."* 

Franklin Roosevelt’s relationship with the South had not always exhib- 
ited the prickly quality it assumed in the latter years of his administration. 
The South early provided him with physical and spiritual succor as well as 
crucial political support. Roosevelt possessed a strong personal affinity 
for the region and considered Georgia his adopted state. Venturing south 
in the mid-1920s in search of therapeutic relief for his polio-stricken legs, 
Roosevelt made his way to the healing waters of Warm Springs, Georgia, 
where he eventually acquired a farm. Warm Springs provided a welcome 
tespite from the harried pace of Washington. The president took quickly 
to the Georgian countryside, his patrician upbringing not unlike that of 
the traditional southern squirearchy."’ 

More crucial than his appreciation for the finer qualities of south- 
ern living was Roosevelt’s understanding of the importance of the South 
within the national Democratic Party, and he knew he needed southern 
support to win the presidency in 1932. National party rules gave southern 
Democrats virtual veto power over the party’s nominee. Roosevelt also 
hoped to avoid the debacle of four years earlier, when five traditionally 
Democratic states, unable to stomach Al Smith’s candidacy, had bolted 
the party. Seeking to avoid another split, Roosevelt worked to build a 
solid relationship with the region. Southern political leaders were im- 
pressed by Roosevelt, especially by his apparent desire to forge regional 
alliances, to mend sectional differences, and to focus on economic as op- 
posed to social and cultural issues. With a few exceptions — U.S. Senators 
Huey P. Long of Louisiana and Hugo Black of Alabama, for example — 
traditional conservatives dominated the southern political landscape in 
1932. The pragmatic and philosophically elusive Roosevelt could look 
forward to working with such conservative stalwarts as Mississippi's Pat 
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Harrison and Georgia’s Walter George as well as the demagogic Ellison 
Durant “Cotton Ed” Smith of South Carolina, men not given to radical 
experimentation and who had no interest in disrupting regional power 
telationships."* 

Roosevelt’s attempts to address and alleviate the national economic 
crisis came closer than any other federal program since Reconstruction 
to undermining traditional social, economic, racial, and political rela- 
tions in the South. Ultimately, the New Deal failed to achieve economic 
recovery. Though it never realized its primary objective (and even, in the 
case of agricultural workers, further undermined their already precarious 
hold on life), the New Deal initiated changes in the South’s economic 
and social structure that by the 1980s would render the region almost 
unrecognizable. Southern politicians provided minimal input into New 
Deal administrative policy. Although southern Democrats held a power- 
ful lock on Congress, no southerner occupied an influential position 
within Roosevelt’s inner circle. Likewise, no southerners participated in 
the Brain Trust, Roosevelt’s informal group of advisors drawn primarily 
from academia. The Cabinet included three southerners, but their in- 
fluence on the development of New Deal policy was limited.'? Never- 
theless, Roosevelt enjoyed relatively strong southern congressional sup- 
port through the first New Deal. Dixie Democrats held key committee 
chairmanships in addition to the positions of Senate majority leader and 
Speaker of the House during the Roosevelt years. Southerners, therefore, 
were responsible, through 1936, for pushing through New Deal legis- 
lation.”” While a conservative coalition operated throughout the New 
Deal, generally speaking, committee chairmen cooperated with the ad- 
ministration.” 

Southerners supported the president, in part, out of party loyalty but 
also because their destitute region needed federal relief. One historian 
has noted that to the vast numbers of southern families on relief, the New 
Deal “represented a giant, nationwide cornucopia” from which desper- 
ately needed federal aid poured.” A July 1933 survey conducted by the 
Federal Emergency Relief Agency revealed that in a seventy-county area, 
some 37,000 of 250,000 families (or approximately 15 percent) received 
federal aid.” By the end of the decade, New Deal relief programs had dis- 
tributed nearly sz billion in aid in the South.”* While these measures cer- 
tainly did not end the depression, Frank Smith recalled that they relieved 
“the sharp pockets of poverty” in small communities in the impoverished 
Mississippi Delta. In his hometown of Greenwood, Smith remembered 
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that “relief from summer dust came for the first time in the hundred years 
of the town’s existence when the wea [Works Progress Administration] 
blacktopped the two main streets.” *° 

Southern conservatives supported early New Deal programs because 
they could control them and because they personally benefited from 
them. Although prominent southerners were conspicuously absent from 
FpR’s Brain Trust, southern planters and their allies occupied prominent 
and powerful positions in the agency established by the Agricultural Ad- 
justment Act (AAA). Oscar Goodbar Johnston, president of the Delta 
and Pine Land Company, a 43,000-acre cotton plantation —the South’s 
largest—served as comptroller for the agency and determined federal 
agricultural policy in the South.” aaa policy assisted the large planter. 
W. M. Garrard of the Staple Cotton Cooperative Association years later 
declared that the planter had “profited more under the Triple A than he 
has ever profited in all the years before its establishment.” *” Tenants and 
sharecroppers, on the other hand, suffered from the aaa’s cotton reduc- 
tion program because they were tossed off the land as cotton farmers cut 
back cultivation by 30 percent between 1932 and 1933. The full extent of 
tenant displacement became clear when the 1940 census revealed 192,000 
fewer black and 150,000 fewer white tenants than in 1930.”° This steady 
stream would become a flood by World War II, and this exodus, along 
with increased mechanization and depressed commodity prices, would 
lead to the eventual breakdown of the South’s plantation system.” 

Southern manufacturers were less successful than planters in monopo- 
lizing and controlling federal policy. FpR’s plan for economic recovery, 
the National Industrial Recovery Act, granted industries the power to 
set prices and determine production levels; however, manufacturers had 
to adhere to a code of fair competition that included stipulations for a 
minimum wage and maximum hours as well as guaranteed protection 
of workers’ right to organize unions. Despite these gains for workers, 
southern manufacturers won compromises on National Recovery Ad- 
ministration (NRA) codes that permitted regional wage differentials and 
allowed them to reclassify jobs to ensure segregation and racial pay scales. 
Determined to resist any further gains by workers, southern industrialists 
organized themselves into the Southern States Industrial Council (ss1c) 
in December 1933. The ssic pledged to defend the region’s discrimina- 
tory wage rates. Only by maintaining lower wages in relation to northern 
workers, the sstc contended, could the South remain economically com- 
petitive.*° Although they were able to bend the NRA somewhat to their 
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will, southern industrialists nevertheless failed to thwart wages and hours 
legislation and the Wagner Act passed during the second New Deal. 
During Roosevelt’s first term, his programs and his personal charisma 
inspired massive support. The president’s travels and speeches, his twice- 
weekly press conferences, and his “fireside chats” over the radio gen- 
erated vitality and warmth from a once-temote White House. Indeed, 
Roosevelt’s accessibility and ability to instill confidence in the country 
were two of his more powerful and enduring qualities. In turn, criticism 
of the New Deal during 1933 was muted or reduced to helpless carping. 
The president’s charisma and the New Deal initiatives slowly began 
to change the South’s political landscape. Roosevelt gave new hope to 
the region’s industrial workers through wages and hours legislation and 
collective bargaining provisions and inspired a generation of southern 
activists committed to social justice.*’ The decade’s economic crisis and 
the radical reorientation of the federal government toward class issues 
awoke a slumbering grassroots populism and stoked the fires of political 
opposition within the Deep South. South Carolina millworkers let their 
votes do the talking by electing former mill hand Olin D. Johnston to the 
governotr’s mansion in 1934, and in 1936 they supported Johnston’s efforts 
to elect a state legislature more responsive to liberal economic reforms.” 
Friends of organized labor gained control of the Birmingham City Com- 
mission in 1933, and the support of Alabama labor helped elected Luther 
Patrick to the U.S. Congtess in 1936 despite a nasty campaign in which 
Patrick was accused of supporting racial equality and radicalism.** Ala- 
bama governor Bibb Graves, who defeated Birmingham attorney (and 
future Dixiecrat leader) Frank Dixon in 1934, became that state’s New 
Deal advocate. In labor disputes Graves often came down on the side 
of organized labor. He established a new state Department of Labor in 
1935 that proved more worker friendly than anything that had preceded 
it. When workers struck at Talladega in 1936 and at Huntsville in 1937, 
Graves stood by labor. In Georgia voters replaced the reactionary racist 
Eugene Talmadge with E. D. Rivers in 1936. Rivers went on to launch 
a “Little New Deal” for his state.** In Mississippi white voters elected 
the disgraced governor and “redneck liberal” Theodore Bilbo to the U.S. 
Senate. Bilbo ran on a platform that appealed to farmers and laborers, 
calling for the redistribution of wealth and unemployment insurance. He 
tan against the colorless and ailing incumbent Senator Hubert Stephens, 
who was perceived as only lukewarm toward the New Deal. If elected to 


the Senate, Bilbo promised to “raise more hell than Huey Long.”*° 
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In addition to creating the conditions that encouraged challenges to 
existing political and economic relations between whites, New Deal pro- 
grams also began to undermine relations between blacks and whites. Al- 
though planters readily welcomed aaa subsidies, federal relief officials 
found that landowners and employers of agricultural labor greeted the 
prospect of federal relief with ambivalence and hostility. The depres- 
sion had begun to break down the tenancy system, within which land- 
lords employed agricultural workers and supported them during the off- 
season. During the depression many farmers welcomed government te- 
lief as a means of supporting the destitute. But at the same time, land- 
owners complained that relief had a “demoralizing” effect on workers. 
They also feared that relief would create a labor shortage, which in turn 
would hamper their ability to keep cheap, seasonal labor tied to the land. 
They wanted government relief cut off at harvesting time, and the evi- 
dence suggests that Federal Emergency Relief Act (FERA) and wea offi- 
cials regularly dismissed clients from the rolls when low-wage cotton- 
picking jobs became available.** 

White landowners were particularly critical of relief for African Ametr- 
icans. FERA investigator Lorena Hickok reported that most landlords 
wanted public works programs discontinued to prevent blacks from 
leaving the farms to seek relief work. One irate South Carolina farmer 
complained that “this CWA wage is buzzing in our Niggers’ heads.” *” 
According to Hickok, whites in Savannah, Georgia, feared that the avail- 
ability of federal relief would encourage a flood of African Americans to 
move from the countryside to the city, which would create a serious social 
problem. The racist attitudes of local administrators also hampered the 
ability of New Deal relief programs to alleviate poverty. Often state offi- 
cials were reluctant to extend adequate relief, and some operated under 
the impression that relief was given disproportionately to African Ameri- 
cans. One federal reemployment director in the South told Hickok, “ ‘Any 
nigger who gets over §8 a week is a spoiled nigger, that’s all’””*° 

Nationally, despite discrimination, African Americans were over- 
represented in proportion to the population in terms of receiving federal 
aid. In January 1935 one-quarter of all black families were on relief. They 
received greater proportions of aid because they faced greater poverty. 
The need far exceeded the receipt, however. More than half of the nation’s 
12 million blacks lived in rural areas during the 1930s, but fewer than 20 
percent of black farmers owned the land they worked. Most were em- 
ployed as tenants and wage hands with yearly incomes of less than $200.” 
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Under the aaa, tenant farmers rarely received an equitable portion of the 
benefit payment. Furthermore, the aaa agency adopted policies that en- 
couraged evictions. Letters written to Roosevelt by desperate rural blacks 
document the abuse they received at the hands of relief officials and white 
landowners. Most of these letters were written anonymously for fear that 
physical harm or death would come to the authors should anyone dis- 
cover they had written. Writing to President Roosevelt in 1935, a Reids- 
ville, Georgia, resident reported, “the releaf officials here . . . give us 
black folks, each one, nothing but a few cans of pickle meet and to the 
white folks they give blankets, bolts of cloth and things like that.” *° 

An increase in racial violence during the depression years compounded 
the misery of southern blacks. While the number of lynchings had de- 
clined since 1926, the depression years marked a significant reversal of 
this trend. Lynchings of 28 blacks were reported in 1932, 28 in 1933, 15 
in 1934, and 20 in 1935.’ The National Association for the Advance- 
ment of Colored People (NAAcP) responded by stepping up the pres- 
sure for federal legislation against lynching. Numerous bills were intro- 
duced throughout the 1930s but were killed in every case by recalcitrant 
and filibustering southern senators. Interestingly, public opinion surveys 
found that 57 percent of all southerners polled favored the legislation.” 
Throughout the 1930s Roosevelt remained publicly mute on the subject, 
fearing southern opposition to New Deal legislation. “The Southerners 
by reason of the seniority rule in Congress are chairmen or occupy stta- 
tegic places on most of the Senate and House committees,” Roosevelt 
explained to NAAcpP national secretary Walter White. “If I come out for 
the anti-lynching bill now, they will block every bill I ask Congress to 
pass to keep America from collapsing. I just can’t take that risk.” *° 

African Americans naturally hoped that the programs of the New Deal 
would be constructed in such a way as to assist their recovery. Despite 
its deficiencies, however, the New Deal offered blacks more in material 
benefits and recognition than had any set of programs since Reconstruc- 
tion. Consequently, many blacks began to vote for the Democratic Party 
for the first time in 1936. This was not evidence that the Roosevelt admin- 
istration fulfilled the promise of its egalitarian rhetoric; rather, it reveals, 
more accurately, that blacks had come to expect little from governments 
in Washington or elsewhere and recognized that the New Deal, with all 
its shortcomings, was better than the Republican alternative.” 

Despite Roosevelt’s reluctance to publicly commit himself to civil 
tights legislation, and despite the fact that many New Deal programs 
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in practice discriminated against African Americans, the mere fact that 
the programs existed and that they brought relief to even a portion of 
the impoverished southern black community was significant. FDR and his 
New Deal programs raised blacks’ expectations, prompting them to par- 
ticipate in greater numbers in civil rights organizations.” Although the 
agenda of the 1930s NAACP would pale in comparison with the more mili- 
tant tactics of the later civil rights organizations, it is important to keep 
in mind the challenges faced by rural black southerners during this time. 
In the rural areas, where most blacks lived, as one historian has noted, 
“only the very brave and the very foolhardy raised their voices or put their 
heads above the parapet.” *° 

But many did raise their voices. Although the depression initially de- 
pleted membership in local Naacp branches, members slowly trickled 
back. During the 1930s southern branches of the NAACP grew faster than 
those in any other section.*” Membership in southern branches hovered 
around 18,000 by the end of the decade, and by the end of World War IT it 
had multiplied to 156,000.** As economic conditions improved in Louisi- 
ana, for example, dormant branches in New Orleans, Monroe, Lake 
Charles, and Shreveport struggled back to life.” Throughout the South, 
local Naacp branches joined together in statewide conferences that in 
turn fed into the national organization. NAACP special counsel Charles 
Houston helped rebuild the Texas organization, which ultimately won its 
fight to overturn that state’s white primary. In South Carolina, plumber 
Levi Byrd from tiny Cheraw worked to link the eight hundred Naacp 
members in eight operating branches into the South Carolina State Con- 
ference of Branches in 1939.°° 

The creation of the cro in 1935 and the surge of labor militancy and 
union organizing throughout the South reinvigorated heretofore mori- 
bund civil rights organizations, particularly in Louisiana.*' In New Or- 
leans both the c1o’s International Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s 
Union and the Transport Workers Union organized strikes of black and 
white workers. Although ultimately only the transport workers’ strike 
succeeded, both labor actions nevertheless alarmed city officials and state 
leaders. The Transport Workers Union, with a prominent Communist 
presence, attempted to organize white and black farmers into the Louisi- 
ana Farmers Union in 1936. Resistance was fierce; white landlords and 
merchants beat black organizers mercilessly.*? One local planter told 
white organizer Gordon McIntire, “We don’t want people interfering 
with our niggers. We won't have it. You keep out of here. We take care 
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of them when they’re sick and bury them when they’re dead. . . . We 
don’t mind burying societies but we won’t have a union. You all let the 
niggers alone.” McIntire was told to “get out of this parish . . . before 
nightfall.”°° Labor militancy filtered down to the city’s NAacp branch. 
During the 1930s the leadership of the local branch passed from the old 
black professional class to a group of Young Turks from the middle and 
working classes who had a closer relationship with the black masses.** 
A smaller contingent of black southerners braved extreme police and 
vigilante repression and joined radical organizations. The Communist 
Party-USA moved South in 1930 and set up headquarters in Birmingham, 
where patty organizers hoped to find adherents among that industrial 
city’s dispossessed. By the end of 1933 the party could boast some five hun- 
dred dues-paying members in the city.*° In 1938 Birmingham Commu- 
nists organized the Right to Vote Club, a voter education organization. 
The club was short lived, however, lasting only until 1940.°° Although the 
Communist-backed candidates for the Alabama state senate and house 
were badly beaten in 1938, Alabama Communists heralded the victories of 
liberal congressman Luther Patrick and Senator Lister Hill, establishing 
in the minds of southern conservatives the specter of formidable radi- 
cal foes. Although the Communist Party in Alabama would ultimately 
undermine its own popularity among black supporters by its participa- 
tion in popular front politics of the mid- to late 1930s, such divisions were 
irrelevant to white conservatives. The mere presence of radical forces was 
enough to cause consternation among agricultural and industrial elites.*’ 
Communist organizers realized greater success among the rural poor 
in the cotton belt, organizing the Share Cropper’s Union in 1931 in Ala- 
bama’s Tallapoosa County and gaining some 6,000 adherents in the Black 
Belt counties of Lowndes, Macon, Montgomery, and Dallas. By 1935 the 
union’s membership topped 10,000.”* A 1935 strike targeted some thirty- 
five plantations in seven Black Belt counties. Strikers won most of theit 
demands in three counties, but elsewhere violence broke the will of the 
strikers. Union members were arrested and flogged; some of those ar- 
rested were turned over to angry mobs. Some simply disappeared.” 
Emboldened by the near-annihilation of the Republican Party as a na- 
tional force in the 1934 elections and by what appeared to be a mandate for 
the New Deal, yet clearly irritated by the fanciful yet seductive programs 
and panaceas to redistribute wealth and stimulate demand advocated by 
a number of grassroots messiahs, Roosevelt shifted the emphasis of the 
New Deal to programs that favored the “forgotten man” over the inter- 
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ests of big business.°” Most, although not all, commentators have noted a 
distinct “shift to the left” in the second spate of legislation, conveniently 
referred to as the second New Deal. Beginning in 1935 the Roosevelt ad- 
ministration promoted a more forceful government intervention into the 
marketplace to protect the interests of the public. The result was an ava- 
lanche of legislation aimed at long-term reform: the wea, a work relief 
program that surpassed its predecessors; the Social Security Act; the Na- 
tional Labor Relations Act; the Public Utilities Holding Company Act; 
the Banking Act of 1935; and the Wealth Tax Act, to name just a few. 
Most southern congressmen supported these new measures, and Roose- 
velt carried the South in the 1936 election.®' Throughout the 1930s Roose- 
velt enjoyed more popularity in the South than in any other region of the 
country, and this support thwarted any concerted effort by potential de- 
tractors.°* Yet congressional opposition, disorganized though it may have 
been, did exist from the early days of Roosevelt’s administration. Conser- 
vative congressmen balanced the demands of their constituents for New 
Deal relief and their personal political philosophies, which championed 
balanced budgets and states’ rights. 

Conservative opposition emanated primarily from the senatorial trio 
of Carter Glass and Harry F. Byrd of Virginia and Josiah W. Bailey of 
North Carolina. Glass was an early and vigorous critic of the New Deal. 
A Wilsonian progressive, Glass championed the concept of a free but re- 
sponsible individual and believed the welfare state threatened individual 
culpability. The state should simply protect the conditions of fair play 
and equal opportunity, he argued, and the New Deal came menacingly 
close to social and economic planning. Afraid that the New Deal un- 
fairly hampered southern industry, Glass referred to the Nra Blue Eagle 
as a “bird of prey” that was “creating a reign of terror among thousands 
of struggling, small industries.” ** Bailey’s conservatism dictated that he 
oppose both the aaa and the nra, yet he was not above reaping politi- 
cal capital from the New Deal. In 1936 Bailey took credit for placing 
4,000 North Carolinians in government jobs.“ Byrd, like fellow Vir- 
ginian Glass, feared increased governmental centralization and the threat 
the New Deal posed to states’ rights and constitutional government.” 
Regularly joining Glass, Byrd, and Bailey in their opposition to New Deal 
legislation were southern senators Walter George of Georgia, Cotton Ed 
Smith and James F. Byrnes of South Carolina, and Pat Harrison of Mis- 
sissippi.°° These New Deal opponents recognized the potential relation- 
ship between New Deal reforms and civil rights, yet as long as Roosevelt 
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made no overt moves toward supporting civil rights, they made no effort 
to break with the party.°’ Though some southern Democrats opposed 
the New Deal, even its most vocal critics preferred to remain with the 
party rather than encourage coalitions with Republicans. Furthermore, 
as one historian has stated, “Until 1936 to oppose Roosevelt was to court 
political suicide.” 

The changes in the Democratic Party’s core constituency after 1936 
disturbed conservatives more than the shifting emphasis of the second 
New Deal.” In 1936 the Democratic National Convention abolished the 
two-thirds rule in nominating conventions, a significant blow to south- 
ern power. This rule had been exploited successfully by the solid southern 
Democratic bloc in previous nominating conventions as leverage for ac- 
quiring a pro-southern presidential or vice-presidential candidate. With 
only a simple majority required, approval of the South became less cru- 
cial.’”’ The founding of the cro in the fall of 1935 signaled the emergence 
of organized labor as a serious political force, and industrial areas racked 
up huge majorities for the president.” 

“The 1936 election,” one scholar of the era has observed, “transformed 
the nation’s political landscape.””* The prominence of African Ameri- 
cans and organized labor in the New Deal coalition by 1936 only amplified 
the South’s insecurity and defensiveness within a party quickly becoming 
overwhelmingly northern and urban. While Roosevelt did not intend to 
use his position to further the cause of civil rights, he could no longer 
ignore black voters. Roosevelt received 75 percent of the black vote in 
1936, an amazing turnabout from the 1928 election, when the Democratic 
candidate had received no more than 25 percent.’* The party’s new com- 
position and the South’s diminishing importance threatened the region’s 
tacial status quo. 

African American leaders frequently criticized Roosevelt for his lack 
of support for anti—poll tax and antilynching legislation (no civil rights 
legislation was passed during Roosevelt’s twelve years in the White House) 
and for the deleterious effect some New Deal legislation had on black 
farm laborers. Still, New Deal relief programs had mitigated some of the 
harsher aspects of racial discrimination.” Their inclusion in New Deal 
telief and work programs prompted black voters to cast their lot with 
Roosevelt and the Democratic Party in 1936. A record number of black 
voters in South Carolina turned out to support the president in the 1936 
general election, although the total number was still minuscule. In the 
upstate textile city of Greenville in 1939, several black civil rights organi- 
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zations, the wpa’s Workers Alliance, and numerous black clergy staged 
a voter registration campaign. Rallies in May and June drew significant 
crowds, and by June 1939 the number of blacks registered to vote had 
ballooned from 35 in late 1938 to 324. The local newspaper reported that 
some goo blacks had registered to vote, and the Ku Klux Klan and local 
law enforcement threatened, harassed, and abused black voters and their 
white allies, arresting them on bogus charges and invading their homes. 
The repression worked; only 54 black voters and a record number of white 
voters cast ballots in the municipal election.” 

In 1937 the informal conservative coalition in Congress achieved its 
greatest cohesiveness, angered and spurred on by Roosevelt’s willingness 
to tamper with the Supreme Court and to interfere in local southern pri- 
mary elections. Roosevelt’s court-packing scheme threw conservatives 
together. Stymied and frustrated by a Supreme Court that for the preced- 
ing two years had invalidated New Deal measures, Roosevelt proposed 
to “reform” the court, no doubt in an effort to make it more amenable 
to New Deal legislation. His plan called for the creation of approxi- 
mately fifty new federal judgeships, including six Supreme Court justices. 
Roosevelt had handed the perfect issue to his opponents, and Republi- 
cans deferred to their southern colleagues, who took up the cudgel to 
defeat the plan.” 

Determined to overcome his setback in the court reform program and 
frustrated by the opposition of some conservative Democrats to recent 
New Deal legislation, Roosevelt moved to foster what he considered a 
nascent southern liberal bloc by undertaking a “purge” of conservative 
southern Democrats.’* FprR’s bold and profound move to wrench open 
the political process in the South constituted an important departure for 
the man who prior to 1936 had shied away from challenging white su- 
premacy.” To strengthen the administration’s hand, Clark Foreman, head 
of the Public Works Administration’s power division, suggested the pub- 
lication of a pamphlet detailing New Deal accomplishments in the South, 
which would shore up the administration’s political support in the re- 
gion.*° The Roosevelt administration released the Report on Economic Con- 
ditions of the South, which described vividly the South’s colonial relationship 
to northern industry, the devastating conditions of its agricultural econ- 
omy, and the negative effects of its reactionary politics on the region’s de- 
velopment. While virtually all southern leaders endorsed some of the re- 
port’s specific proposals, most responded angrily and defensively. White 
southerners denounced it as a slur on the entire region.” 
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Roosevelt’s attempts to unseat southern senators Walter George of 
Georgia and Cotton Ed Smith of South Carolina failed miserably. Their 
elections were a setback for the administration as the Democratic margin 
in the House fell from 229 to 93 and in the Senate from 56 to 42. With 
their impressive gains in 1938, Republicans were no longer interested in 
a coalition with disaffected Democrats. Although conservative south- 
ern Democrats often united informally with individual Republicans, any 
chance for some sort of party realignment along conservative /liberal 
lines was no longer a possibility.** Despite the debacles in Georgia and 
South Carolina, Roosevelt did enjoy some victories in the South in 1938. 
Alabama voters promoted New Deal congressman Lister Hill to the U.S. 
Senate to replace the seat vacated by liberal Hugo Black. The Birming- 
ham News called Hill’s election over his politically moribund challenger 
Thomas Heflin a victory “for the New Deal, Rooseveltism, Democracy, 
and the wpa.” ** In Florida voters sent liberal Claude Pepper to the Sen- 
ate for his first term.” Still, by the end the decade, as demonstrated in 
the victories of conservatives George and Smith, the New Deal was be- 
ginning to show signs of age, losing steam and support, and southern 
voters were demonstrating the limits of their adherence to the Roosevelt 
agenda. 

Although the Report on Economic Conditions of the South failed to sway 
white southern voters to dislodge Roosevelt’s conservative opponents, 
it served as an impetus for the growth of grassroots political activism in 
the South. It inspired the formation of the scHw in 1938 in Birmingham, 
an organization pledged to empowering and uplifting the region’s poor, 
to democratizing the southern electoral process by eliminating the poll 
tax, and ultimately, to liberalizing the Democratic Party.** The scHw at- 
tracted leading southern liberals, including University of North Carolina 
president Frank Porter Graham, Herman C. Nixon, and Clark Foreman, 
as well as more moderate southern Democrats. It also counted Commu- 
nists among its members and forged close ties with the c1o. The scuw in 
many ways constituted liberals’ best hope and most comprehensive grass- 
roots effort toward regional political and economic transformation.** 
Southern industrialists and right-wing organizations viciously attacked 
the organization, alleging that it was dominated by Communists and in- 
tent on destroying southern institutions, an accusation that would gain 
power as the war years drew to a close.*’ 

Though relations between southern Democrats and Roosevelt grew 
steadily worse throughout the 1930s, on most issues white southerners 
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continued to support the president, albeit with much variation. Only 
on the issue of race did southerners remain solid—not that there was 
ample opportunity to test this solidarity, for direct threats to the South’s 
racial arrangement remained minimal. Despite the threats that federal 
initiatives posed to local southern power brokers, defections from the 
national party remained only threats. The South’s desperate need for aid, 
Roosevelt’s immense popularity among southern voters, and the region’s 
formidable position within, and traditional loyalty to, the Democratic 
Party thwarted any organized political defection. Southern opposition 
to Roosevelt and the New Deal remained diffuse so long as Roosevelt’s 
policies focused on alleviating economic distress and promoting eco- 
nomic recovery and not in disrupting southern race relations. Despite the 
growing political influence of African Americans and organized labor 
within the New Deal coalition after 1936, institutional barriers to racial 
equality remained in place in the 1930s. Unwilling to risk southern con- 
gressional opposition to New Deal programs, Roosevelt remained am- 
bivalent toward civil rights.** But federal programs that initiated the 
dismantling of the plantation system, and discussions about economic 
justice that targeted the South and encouraged interracial coalitions, 
began slowly chipping away the foundations of southern society, foun- 
dations that would begin to crumble with the demands of wartime. 
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DRAWING THE COLOR LINE 


World War II, Race, and the 
South’s Political Crucible 


History has taught us that we must keep our white Democratic primaries pure and 
unadulterated events... White supremacy will be maintained in our primaries. Let the 
chips fall where they may. 

SOUTH CAROLINA GOVERNOR OLIN D. JOHNSTON 


addressing both houses of the South Carolina General Assembly, April 14, 1944 


1’ a black man in South Carolina and I'm sure that there will be people who will 
read carefully what I've said today. ... We serve notice upon South Carolina's demagogic, 
mediocre politicians . . . that threats to violence will invoke immediate court action — 
both state and nation. 

OSCEOLA E. MCKAINE 
addressing the Progressive Democratic Party state convention in Columbia, 


South Carolina, May 24, 1944 


Reflecting on the transformation of twentieth-century southern politics 
from his home in northern Alabama in the 1980s, former congressman 
Carl Elliott pointed to the tumultuous years of World War II as an im- 
portant crossroads in the South’s political history. “Few of even the most 
liberal southern politicians took a stand on the issue of race in the first half 
of this century, because there was no issue on which to stand,” Elliott ob- 
served. The disruptions of wartime, however, pushed racial issues to the 
forefront. “In the 1940s,” Elliott recalled, “the line was just beginning to 
be drawn.”' The potential for discord between the Black Belt South and 
the Democratic Party that originated during the New Deal mushroomed 
into full-fledged conflict during and immediately after World War II.’ 


The war unleashed forces that ultimately spun out of control, some- 
times with dreadful consequences. Unstable boomtown conditions, rural 
labor shortages and migration, and renewed efforts by black southerners 
demanding economic and political justice threatened to tear the South 
apart. Interracial organizations founded during the New Deal years, such 
as the scHw, expanded their reach across the South, building coalitions 
with organized labor in an attempt to democratize the southern politi- 
cal process. Whites intent on maintaining the color line met their efforts 
every step of the way with renewed violence and intimidation. The war 
had a transforming effect on many of the southern men who fought it, 
and a legion of southern veterans—black and white—returned to the 
South ready to continue the battle, sometimes together, but more often 
on opposite sides. White veterans vowed to rid their communities of cor- 
tupt political machines, to bring to southern politics the freedoms for 
which many of theit comrades had paid dearly, and to usher in an era 
of modernization and development that had long eluded their region. 
More often than not, their definition of modernization did not include 
racial equality. The South convulsed as it tried to absorb the economic 
changes wrought by the war while maintaining some semblance of racial 
and political stability. 

The conditions on the homefront during and immediately after World 
War II precipitated a decade of political turmoil that constituted an 
important turning point for conservative white southerners within the 
Democratic Party. Black Belt planters complained of labor shortages and 
feared loss of labor control as farmworkers, dispossessed by inequities in 
New Deal agriculture programs, left the plantation regions in droves to 
seek economic opportunities spawned by the new war industries. A re- 
newed militancy among southern blacks emboldened by the rhetoric of 
the war and by their participation in the struggle for democracy, the in- 
creased voting strength of northern blacks, and a wave of racial violence 
that rolled across the nation during the war years and after made national 
accommodation to southern sensibilities increasingly difficult. The com- 
bination of Supreme Court decisions and executive orders, working in 
tandem with grassroots efforts, once again threw southern conservatives 
on the defensive. 

The magnitude of the crises that rocked the domestic arena during 
the fifteen or so years of the Roosevelt and Truman administrations dra- 
matically altered the role and responsibilities of the federal government 
and changed the face of domestic politics. Whereas Roosevelt had been 
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willing and able to sacrifice support for civil rights for southern con- 
gressional votes during the economic crises of the 1930s, the increased 
political power of African Americans, the unremitting racial violence that 
marred the war years, and the tireless efforts of civil rights organizations 
to publicize these injustices spilled into the postwar era, making this pre- 
vious compromise untenable. Responding to raw political realities, war- 
time necessity, and senseless violence, Roosevelt and Truman, acting in- 
dependently of Congress, took preliminary steps toward ensuring racial 
and economic justice by creating the repc and the President’s Commit- 
tee on Civil Rights (pccr). As the focus on justice moved from the eco- 
nomic to the racial battleground, the line Carl Elliott mentioned became 
more deeply etched into the regional political landscape, and southern 
New Deal politicians found themselves having to shore up their white su- 
premacy credentials in the face of mounting attacks from conservatives. 
The postwar political arena became increasingly chaotic as liberals and 


moderates struggled with conservatives to determine the war's legacy for 
the South. 


The war and the subsequent preparedness program brought the economic 
recovery that had always eluded the New Deal.* The South benefited 
materially from this program, which fostered both industrialization and 
urbanization. The region gorged itself on defense contracts; new ship- 
building, aircraft, and munitions plants dotted the landscape, increasing 
the South’s industrial capacity by approximately 40 percent. Although 
many of these industries were not sustainable in, or applicable to, peace- 
time production, the degree of growth nevertheless was unprecedented. 
The number of manufacturing establishments grew by 20,000, jobs for 
production workers more than doubled, and the average worker saw a 
yearly salary increase of 40 percent. After reconversion, the South re- 
tained about half the wartime addition to its factory force.* Even Mis- 
sissippi, the least industrialized of all southern states with a state gov- 
ernment traditionally hostile to industry, created seven hundred new 
industrial plants during the war.’ 

Rapid, and at times reckless, urbanization accompanied industrializa- 
tion. Sleepy southern towns such as Mobile, Alabama, and Panama City, 
Florida, overnight became overcrowded, bustling cities. Workers who 
ventured into southern cities for wat work and economic opportunity 
could expect to confront inadequate housing and overburdened public 
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services. When DuPont Chemical built a gigantic powder and explo- 
sives plant at tiny Childersburg, Alabama, population 500, some 14,000 
workers descended on the town “like a cloud of locust.” ° Southern cities 
and towns took on a ramshackle, impermanent look as families seeking 
defense work took up residence in sheds, tents, gas stations, and tar paper 
shacks.’ By 1942 the Mississippi Gulf Coast town of Pascagoula had be- 
come an ungainly hodgepodge of “trailer parks, rusty boarding houses, 
old homes with charm but limited sanitary facilities, and even tents.”* 
The wartime housing shortage worsened with the conclusion of the war, 
as veterans anxious about postwar conditions returned to communities 
already stretched to their limits. 

The war brought economic recovery, yet the fruits of recovery were 
unevenly enjoyed. The defense program’s stimulation of the southern 
economy did not end discriminatory hiring practices. African Americans 
did not reap the economic benefits within the arsenal for democracy, suf- 
fering discrimination within industry, the military, government training 
programs, and labor unions. Those blacks able to secure employment in 
defense industries worked in segregated crews and were relegated to the 
least desirable, lowest-paying jobs.’ In New Orleans, for example, the 
Brotherhood of Boilermakers, Iron Shipbuilders and Helpers of America 
monopolized the high-paying welding jobs for whites.'® In 1940 Eli W. 
Collins, director of unemployment compensation of the Arkansas De- 
partment of Labor, informed the participants in the Little Rock Inter- 
racial Conference on the Employment Problems of Negroes that the 
black worker did not need “training in the fields of competition, but in 
those ateas in which he is traditionally accepted —domestic, custodial, 
and agricultural work.” '' Employers often went to extremes to exclude 
blacks from defense jobs. Faced with a shortage of white workers, indus- 
trialists in Florida and Alabama refused to hire local blacks and instead 
used salary inducements to lure white workers from Mississippi.’* 

Within the military, African American men fighting in a war to protect 
democratic ideals overseas served in segregated units where they were 
regularly mistreated. Tempers flared daily on southern military training 
bases and in southern communities as minor confrontations between 
white and black soldiers threatened to escalate into larger racial confla- 
grations. They often did.'* In 1944 black troops and white MPs staged a 
two-hour shoot-out at Mobile’s Brookley Field, while that same year at 
Louisiana’s Camp Claiborne fourteen black Gls received courts-martial 
for riot and mutiny after they stampeded through the camp, discharging 
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their weapons and attacking white officers and MPs. Their leader, Private 
Leroy McGarty, was sentenced to death.” 

Angered by the exclusion of African Americans from industry and the 
discriminatory treatment of black soldiers, and frustrated by federal offi- 
cials’ willingness to turn a blind eye to these abuses, African American 
leaders pressured the Roosevelt administration to recognize and address 
black needs and demands. Despite their best efforts, civil rights activists 
had achieved little success in the 1930s. However, by 1940 blacks occupied 
a mote propitious position economically and politically. Millions of Afri- 
can Americans remained underemployed despite a well-publicized man- 
power shortage, and black leaders exploited the defense program’s need 
for full use of manpower to gain leverage with the administration.”® Civil 
tights leaders and the black press also capitalized on the watr’s ideological 
component, pointing out the hypocrisy of a war for democracy fought 
by second-class citizens. The black press publicized the “Double V,” the 
idea that African Americans were actually fighting a two-front war—a 
war for democracy at home as well as abroad." 

Conscious of their political power and the importance of their pres- 
ence within the Democratic coalition, African American leaders threat- 
ened to dramatize their demands for stronger action against discrimina- 
tion by staging a massive rally in Washington, D.C."” In response to the 
increased political power of northern blacks and to pressure from black 
leaders, and desiring to head off an embarrassing wartime protest, Roose- 
velt issued an executive order on June 25, 1941, that forbade discrimina- 
tion in defense industries and established the FEpc. Its broadly written 
mandate gave it the task of overseeing “the employment of workers in 
defense industries, without discrimination, because of race, creed, color, 
or national origin.” * 

Civil rights activists hailed the creation of the committee as a great vic- 
tory, but the committee in practice differed widely from the committee 
in theory and promise.”” The FEpc served as a clearinghouse and investi- 
gatory agency for complaints charging employment discrimination. Un- 
fortunately the committee lacked any power to enforce compliance and 
relied primarily on publicity to achieve its objectives.”° 

The fruits of FEPc efforts materialized slowly. By late spring 1942, al- 
most one year after Roosevelt had created the committee, African Ameri- 
cans constituted fewer than 3 percent of all war workers. Blacks did not 
begin to enter defense industry jobs until late 1942, almost three years 
after the defense program began.”' Not surprisingly, the FEpc faced its 
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greatest challenges in the South, where the committee encountered dis- 
crimination not only from the general populace and private contractors 
but from federal agencies (staffed primarily by local personnel) as well. 
Nevertheless, the FEPc did achieve some victories. The committee suc- 
cessfully negotiated some 5,000 discrimination complaints and settled 
forty labor strikes.” While the FEPc’s success could be considered mod- 
est at best, “it is perhaps remarkable under the circumstances,” notes one 
historian, “that as much was accomplished by so few.” * 

Southern lawmakers understood that the FEPc was a wattime creation 
with a slim chance of surviving into the postwar era. They also knew the 
committee possessed little real power. Still, they recognized the intrusive 
precedent set by the agency and remained solid in their opposition to it. 
The anxiety that conservative southern whites felt over their loosening 
grip on economic coercion and employment control crystallized around 
the fight to kill the postwar Fepc. David Clark of North Carolina, pub- 
lisher of the Southern Textile Bulletin, declared that race relations had never 
been better than they were in the South at that moment. ’The FEPc would 
“turn back the clock for years and Negroes will be innocent victims of the 
bitterness it will cause.” Like most opponents, Clark regularly distorted 
the FEPc’s proposed provisions. “Should any Negto be denied the right to 
room in the best hotel or to a meal in the best restaurant,” Clark warned, 
“a heavy fine or imprisonment would confront the proprietor or manager 
of the hotel or restaurant.” ** Even southern liberals who had supported 
New Deal labor policies balked at support for a peacetime FEPC. 

The greatest enemy of the FEPc in Congress was Senator Theodore 
“The Man” Bilbo of Mississippi. Derisively referred to as the “Prince of 
the Peckerwoods,” the 5’ 2” Bilbo ascended to political office as the cham- 
pion of the common man. Elected to the U.S. Senate in 1934, Bilbo be- 
came one of Roosevelt’s more loyal southern New Dealers, giving strong 
support to New Deal relief programs and the Social Security Act and, 
departing from other southern lawmakers, favoring the Wagner Act and 
the wages and hours law. Yet, like so many liberal southern politicians, 
Bilbo believed that progress for the working classes could be achieved 
only by maintaining the color bar. Bilbo became positively apoplectic 
in his denunciations of the FEpc. His rantings against the racial impli- 
cations of the FEpc earned him a reputation as the Senate’s most vitri- 
olic white supremacist.” Bilbo claimed that “every Negro in America 
who is behind movements of this kind . . . dream[s] of social equality 
and inter-marriage between whites and blacks.” *° Of course, Bilbo had 
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company. Fellow Mississippian Congressman John Rankin equated the 
creation of the committee with the beginnings of a Communist dictator- 
ship.”” Alabama governor Frank Dixon, mouthpiece of Birmingham’s 
industrialists, accused the FEpc of seeking “to break down the principle of 
segregation of races, to force Negroes and white people to work together, 
intermingle with each other, and even to bring about the situation where 
white employees will have to work under Negtoes.”* In 1942 Dixon 
turned down a government contract to use the cotton mills in the Ala- 
bama state prison for war production because of the contract’s nondis- 
crimination clause.”? White business leaders across the state, from the 
Mobile Chamber of Commerce to the Opelika Rotary Club, applauded 
Dixon’s firm stand.*” Throughout the FEpc’s rocky tenure, southern con- 
gressmen formed the most intractable bloc of opposition, and the FEPC 
ceased operating on June 30, 1946, when southern congressmen suc- 
ceeded in slashing its funding.” 

The pressure tactics used by civil rights leaders that led to the creation 
of the FEPc illustrated blacks’ new militancy and assertiveness. During the 
war, NAACP membership increased ten times, and the number of chapters 
tripled. While the Naacp would remain the dominant civil rights orga- 
nization for the next ten years, the war spawned more militant pressure 
tactics, such as those proposed by the March on Washington Movement. 
The Congress of Racial Equality, or core, organized in 1942, epitomized 
this new militancy. Eschewing the Naacp’s litigation strategy for non- 
violent, passive resistance, CORE’s program of sit-ins and freedom rides 
presaged the tactics of later civil rights activists.” Sometimes this racial 
militance erupted into violence. Researchers at Fisk University recorded 
242 violent racial clashes in 47 cities in 1943. The Detroit riot, the worst 
of these, left 34 dead and more than 700 injured. Two months later a riot 
in Harlem left 5 African Americans dead and 500 persons injured.” 

Whites acknowledged, and feared, this new racial militancy. Rumors 
of impending racial upheaval and violence swept through the South and 
the nation during the wat years and kept relations between the races tense. 
Common were rumors pertaining to the relationships between white 
women and black domestics, stories concerning alleged sexual impro- 
prieties by black men toward white women, and purported plots of im- 
pending race riots. Southern whites whispered about the supposed pro- 
liferation of Eleanor Clubs, inspired by first lady Eleanor Roosevelt and 
organized by black domestic workers. Through these clubs, whites con- 
jectured, black servants sought to upset the racial hierarchy of domestic 
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relations. The club’s motto was reported to be “a white woman in every 
kitchen by 1943.” Allegedly, Eleanor Clubs demanded that their mem- 
bers participate in subversive behavior particular to domestics. Whites 
claimed their black servants had been instructed by these clubs to refuse 
to work on Sundays, to object to serving extra people, to demand to be 
called “Miss” or “Mrs.,” to insist on using the front door, and to take 
a bath in their employers’ family bathtub before leaving work. Whites 
spread rumors of well-orchestrated campaigns of black-on-white vio- 
lence. For example, whites claimed that blacks designated certain days to 
push white people off sidewalks and streetcars. Other fabrications cen- 
tered on African American plots to massacre whites.* 

Behind these fantastic rumors and white paranoia lay the fact that the 
wat had brought chronic labor shortages in rural areas and had contrib- 
uted to a growing sense of race consciousness among southern blacks. 
Historian James Cobb has noted that during the 1940s the Mississippi 
Delta—heralded as “planters’ heaven” —experienced a 10 percent de- 
crease in its rural black population as agricultural workers migrated to 
cities and towns in search of employment.** Oscar Johnston, president 
of the Delta and Pine Land Company, complained that his plantation, 
which once had “an average of around 850 tenant families and quite a 
few day workers or wage hands,” by 1946 “had . . . 541 tenant families.” *° 
Another Mississippi planter complained to the state farm bureau that too 
many black farm laborers “are trying to get houses in town [and] to let 
their wives work in town.” *’ 

Black tenants who stayed behind were less disposed to tolerate ill treat- 
ment than they had been during less flush times. Though their protests 
were less overtly militant than northern blacks’ —instead of staging sit- 
ins, black cotton pickers dumped stones and green bolls into their sacks 
before weighing — they heightened white anxiety just the same. “The day 
when a man could protect the grade of his cotton and assume a clean- 
picked crop by threatening his labor with a single-tree or a trace chain is 
gone forever,” observed one visitor to the region. “The word spreads fast 
against that kind of planter nowadays and the first thing he knows, he 
can’t get anybody to pick his cotton.” ** The social implications of labor 
shortages and labor control were not lost on large landowners. In a 1944 
letter to the Delta Council, a powerful association of cotton growers, 
Richard Hopson stated that he was “confident that you are aware of the 
acute shortage of labor which now exists in the Delta . . . [and] that 
you ate aware of the serious racial problem which confronts us at this 
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time which may become mote serious as time passes.” * Planters worried 
about outside influences on workers who stayed on the farms. In a radio 
address in 1943, Walter Sillers, president of the Delta Council, warned 
farmers to be on the lookout for union organizers.*” The cro had stepped 
up its organizational activity in Arkansas in the early 1940s, and agents 
of the Farm Security Administration, a New Deal agency, were under- 
taking programs aimed at establishing sharecroppers and tenant farmers 
as independent growers."' 

Southern planters and lawmakers used suasion and coercion to stem 
the tide of the rural exodus. Delta leaders held a Delta Farm Mobiliza- 
tion Day in 1942 that featured a parade, speakers, and a barbecue. They 
hoped to convince black workers to remain on the farm by “encouraging 
[in them] a love for the farm and. . . show[ing] the beauty and romance of 
farm life.”*” Other attempts to compel blacks to stay on the plantations 
were less neighborly. Local communities across the South passed “fight 
or work laws,” and planters manipulated local draft boards to defer farm 
tenants and sharecroppers whose labor they needed.” 

The majority of black southerners, of course, did not join the Naacp 
or radical civil rights organizations. Even so, the war left few unchanged. 
If it did not motivate them to join the movement, it at the very least 
prompted them to aspire to achieve something better for themselves. The 
change had been especially great for black veterans. Haywood Stephney, 
a navy veteran from Clarksdale, Mississippi, recalled that not until he 
served overseas did he begin to understand the damage segregation had 
done to him. “After seeing what some of the other world was doing then 
I realized how far behind I was. As we began to move and stit around 
and learn other ways then we had a choice—a comparison.” With this 
point of comparison Stephney realized that, once he returned to Clarks- 
dale, it was “going to be difficult to get me back in total darkness.” ** This 
point was not lost on local whites, who pointedly reminded blacks like 
Stephney that nothing had changed. Dabney Hammer, a highly deco- 
rated black veteran, also from Clarksdale, recalled that wartime valor and 
honor meant nothing to Clarksdale whites, who went out of their way to 
remind him that in the Mississippi Delta, he was “still a nigger.” *° 

Legislation introduced during the war years compounded the growing 
social unrest on the homefront, further antagonized southern members 
of Congress, and widened the gap between the South and the Demo- 
cratic Party. The Soldiers’ Voting Act and an anti-poll tax bill, both 
introduced in 1942, impinged on racial relations, voting patterns, and 
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political power in the South more directly than the FEpc. The anti—poll 
tax bill was a familiar feature by 1942, and it is not surprising that, once 
again, southerners defeated the bill. The Soldiers’ Voting Act of 1942 at- 
tempted to facilitate voting procedures for members of the armed forces 
stationed outside theit home states. Southern politicians feared that even 
this slight change would pave the way for the eventual enfranchisement 
of blacks. Mississippi senator James O. Eastland declared that under the 
terms of the bill, the federal government “would send carpetbaggers into 
the South to control elections.” Southern Democrats succeeded in at- 
taching an amendment to the bill that would keep the states’ election 
machinery intact.*° 

Wartime upheavals that threatened to erase or at least alter the color 
line tested white southerners’ New Deal loyalties. Liberal and moderate 
candidates continued to capture southern statehouses and to win terms 
in the U.S. Congress, but race had begun to rear its ugly head in state 
political campaigns. In Georgia, moderate Ellis Arnall gave like-minded 
voters hope fora better future when he defeated longtime anti-Roosevelt 
demagogue Eugene Talmadge in 1942. Following his impressive victory, 
Arnall worked to expand the franchise in Georgia by successfully secur- 
ing legislative majorities to abolish the poll tax and by lowering the voting 
age to eighteen years.*’ In Louisiana, a state as politically complex as one 
was to find in the nation, Sam Houston Jones emerged victorious in a gu- 
bernatorial race in which opponent Earl Long, Huey’s younger brother, 
tried to capitalize on the racial fears of white voters.** But conserva- 
tive candidates did well in the congressional elections of 1942, and upon 
taking office, they began to dismantle systematically what was left of the 
New Deal, eliminating the National Resources Planning Board and the 
National Youth Administration and greatly emasculating the Farm Secu- 
rity Administration.” 

Tired of the New Deal and anxious about wartime changes in race re- 
lations, recalcitrant southern Democrats aimed for the top and attempted 
to upset Roosevelt’s bid fora fourth term in 1944. Governor Frank Dixon 
of Alabama tried to garner support for a southern defection in 1943.” 
Dixon, a Birmingham attorney, had been elected in 1938 with the support 
of a crazy-quilt coalition of pro— and anti-New Dealers. Once in office, 
however, Dixon soon disappointed his New Deal supporters, adhering 
closely to the antilabor agenda embraced by Birmingham’s industrial- 
ists. By the end of his term, Dixon had become one of the most out- 
spoken critics of the FEpc.”' Joined by Louisiana governor Jones, Dixon 
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sought unsuccessfully to enlist the support of other southern states at the 
Southern Governors’ Conference in Tallahassee. In May 1944 a group of 
anti-Roosevelt Democrats known as the “Texas Regulars” captured that 
state’s Democratic convention and named their own delegates and elec- 
toral slate. Mississippi’s convention did likewise. But this was for the most 
part an abortive attempt, and Roosevelt remained as popular as ever with 
southern voters.” 

Thwarted in their attempts to deny Roosevelt the nomination, anti- 
Roosevelt forces set their sights on the vice-presidential spot. By 1944 
Roosevelt was in poor health, and though few doubted his chances for 
nomination and reelection, many questioned his ability to survive a 
fourth term. Given these circumstances, historian Robert Ferrell has 
observed, “choosing the vice-presidential candidate was tantamount to 
choosing the presidential successor.”** Southern conservatives were 
determined that liberal Henry Wallace not be renominated. Wallace’s 
support for the rights of organized labor and African Americans was 
anathema to Dixie conservatives.** Fearful of antagonizing the party’s 
disparate factions, Democratic National Committee (DNC) chairman 
Robert F. Hannegan was determined to find an uncontroversial, inoffen- 
sive vice-presidential candidate who could foster party unity. The early 
front-runners were James F. Byrnes, head of the Office of Economic Sta- 
bilization, former Supreme Court justice, and former U.S. senator from 
South Carolina, and William O. Douglas, Supreme Court justice. Each 
had serious drawbacks. African Americans and organized labor would 
surely balk at a Byrnes candidacy, and Democratic Party insiders consid- 
ered Douglas a political novice. In the end both men were jettisoned for 
the little-known senator from Missouri, Harry S. Truman. Above all else, 
Truman’s ability to avoid seriously offending any crucial party constitu- 
ency assured him the second spot on the ticket.*° 

African Americans responded in a lukewarm fashion to the Truman 
candidacy. As a senator Truman had offered weak support for civil rights 
legislation. Truman backed legislative efforts to fund the FEpc, but he 
voted against an anti-poll tax amendment in the soldiers’ vote bill of 
1942.°° In an interview with the Pittsburgh Courier, a leading black news- 
paper, Truman declared his opposition to “social equality” between the 
races. Revealing his gullibility to wartime race rumors, Truman admitted 
that his daughter Margaret was not allowed to use the Washington street- 
cars because he had heard that blacks organized to push whites off street- 
cars on Thursdays.*’ 
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White southerners, on the other hand, were pleased with Truman. 
Many felt a senator from a border state that hada strong southern cultural 
identity would be an able and willing protector of their institutions. As- 
cending to the presidency on Roosevelt’s death in 1945, Truman charted a 
tentative course on civil rights and in general pursued a policy agenda that 
increasingly alienated his party’s left wing. Unwilling to antagonize the 
conservative bloc in Congress, Truman expended little political capital to 
save the FEPC from the political axe wielded by Dixie congressmen, and 
he retreated from his earlier opposition to the poll tax, stating that it “was 
a matter for the Southern states to work out.” NAACP attorney Charles 
Houston resigned from his position as FEPC commissioner after Truman 
refused to implement FEPc directives demanding an end to racially dis- 
ctiminatory hiring practices by two transit companies.** Truman allowed 
the FEPC to whither away, until by 1946 it was, in the words of one histo- 
tian, “out of money, out of friends, out of luck and life.” °” Southern con- 
servatives harbored cautious optimism about the new president, taking 
solace in his apparent disinterest in civil rights as they faced new political 
challenges at the grass roots. 


In his authoritative 1949 study of southern politics, political scientist 
V. O. Key observed that the destruction of the white primary “precipi- 
tated a crisis in southern politics.” Key noted that the absence of any sig- 
nificant Republican presence in the South meant the Democratic primary 
functioned as the election. Although the U.S. Constitution prohibited the 
state from denying the vote on account of race, white southerners, since 
the late nineteenth century, had advanced the theory that the Democratic 
Party was actually a private association and, being such, could discrimi- 
nate in any way it chose.°° 

In 1944, in the Texas case of Sith v. Allyright, the Supreme Court ruled 
the Texas white primary law violated the Fifteenth Amendment and was 
therefore unconstitutional. While the states of the Upper South acqui- 
esced in the ruling, the decision was a political bombshell in the Deep 
South. White legislators across the Black Belt exchanged anxious letters 
hatching schemes to circumvent the decision. Mississippi congressman 
John Rankin warned legislators in his state to take action against the 
“communistic drive . . . to destroy white supremacy in the South.” *' The 
state legislature eventually passed a law requiting voters to swear their 
opposition to federal antilynching and anti-poll tax legislation and the 
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FEpc.” Alabama’s former governor Frank Dixon revealed his anxiety to 
the head of the state party. “It is obvious,” Dixon wrote, “that the only 
thing that has held the Democratic Party together in the South for many 
years past has been the thing which caused its strength in the first place, 
namely, white supremacy.” If the national Democratic Party followed 
the Supreme Court’s lead “through forced registration of negroes in this 
State, the Democratic Party will become anathema to the white people 
in the South.” *’ In 1946 the Alabama legislature passed, and voters ap- 
proved, the Boswell Amendment to the state constitution, introducing 
new suffrage standards that required potential voters to “read and write, 
understand and explain any article of the Constitution of the United 
States” and granted local boards the power to administer registration re- 
quirements “in as discriminatory a fashion as they saw fit.”°* But even 
this system was not stringent enough for many conservative white Ala- 
bamians. State Democratic Party chieftain Gessner T. McCorvey of Mo- 
bile complained that “up in North Alabama the wrong sort of Board of 
Registrars will register a lot of white people who have . . . no business 
voting.” °° Conservatives like McCorvey feared poor white voters almost 
as much as they feared blacks. 

As Carl Elliott had stated forty years later, the line was beginning to be 
drawn, and many liberal white politicians, even those who had deftly side- 
stepped the race issue earlier, now took up the banner in defense of white 
supremacy. In South Carolina, millworker-turned-governor Olin D. 
Johnston convened a special session of the state legislature in April 1944, 
two weeks after the Texas decision. Determined to protect the white pri- 
mary, the South Carolina General Assembly (ridiculed as “Killbillies” 
by Newsweek) repealed all state primary laws, ostensibly relegating the 
Democratic Party to the status of a private club with the power to de- 
termine membership qualifications.®° In Georgia the forces of cautious 
moderation prevailed, at least for the time being. Governor Ellis Arnall 
criticized the Supreme Court ruling but took no further action to circum- 
vent it.°” 

Georgia’s Arnall aside, the impact of the ruling was felt in political 
campaigns throughout the region in 1944. In Alabama, where the Svith 
decision preceded the Democratic Party primary by one month, race be- 
came a factor late in the campaign for the U.S. Senate. In that contest 
industrialists and large agricultural interests, including the Associated 
Industries of Alabama, the farm bureau, Alabama Power Company, and 
owners of textile plants, timberlands, sawmills, and paper mills, lined up 
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behind Birmingham state senator James A. Simpson in his effort to un- 
seat the incumbent Lister Hill. Hill campaigned on his record as a New 
Deal Democrat, while Simpson championed lower corporate taxes, free 
textbooks, and rural electrification. Simpson was reluctant to use racist 
appeals but bowed to his advisors. The racial rhetoric quickly escalated, 
and one observer remarked that a Simpson rally in Jefferson County re- 
sembled a meeting of the Ku Klux Klan.°* The Simpson forces received 
“fresh ammunition” from the Sith decision and made the most of it, dis- 
seminating racist propaganda through statewide magazines. Hill felt the 
need to respond in kind, reminding Alabama voters that “Simpson in 
1927 had cast in the Alabama house the sole vote against an amendment 
that struck from the Alabama Code a loophole that had made it possible 
for mulattoes to be classified as whites after the fifth generation.” Hill 
allowed advertisements that proclaimed “Lister Hill not only believes in 
white supremacy —he votes for it.” Hill won, but the margin of victory, 
according to his biographer, was “less than overwhelming.” 

Shortly after saving the white primary in his state, South Carolina gov- 
ernor Olin Johnston hit the campaign trail against the incumbent sena- 
tor, Cotton Ed Smith. Johnston had lost to Smith in 1938 running on 
his record as a New Deal governor against Smith’s platform of white su- 
premacy. Now Johnston’s credentials were as strong as the aging Smith’s, 
and he won his first term as South Carolina’s senator.”’ Even Claude Pep- 
per of Florida, arguably the South’s most liberal senator, felt compelled 
to assure voters of his support for white supremacy. Accused by his oppo- 
nents in the 1944 race of advocating social equality, Pepper condemned 
the court decision, declaring “the South will allow nothing to impair 
white supremacy.” Like his more conservative colleagues, Pepper urged 
the state’s leaders to rewrite the voting requirements in such a way as to 
pass constitutional muster while simultaneously denying black voters the 
franchise.” Although Pepper won reelection, he did so with only 51.8 
percent of the vote against a relative unknown, barely escaping a second 
primary. More significantly, Pepper’s support throughout the state had 
decreased dramatically from his 1938 victory.” 

While the Sith decision prompted nervous candidates to interject race 
into political campaigns, it simultaneously galvanized southern blacks, 
sparking a fury of political activity. Despite the best efforts of white 
southerners to keep them from the polls, blacks registered in impressive 
numbers. Across the South more than a half-million African Americans 
tegistered to vote in the 1946 Democratic Party primaries.” In the wake 
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of a 1946 federal district court decision that opened the Georgia Demo- 
ctatic primary to black voters, approximately 100,000 black Georgians 
registered to vote.” Black voter registration figures in Savannah in 1946 
increased from 8,000 to 12,000, while in Augusta they tripled from 1,200 
to 4,900.’° Even in Mississippi, black activists, many of whom wete vet- 
erans, orchestrated voter registration drives in an effort to unseat Senator 
Bilbo in 1946.” 

For white conservatives in Alabama, the Sith case only underscored 
disturbing developments already under way in Tuskegee in the heart 
of the Black Belt. Charles Gomillion, a thirty-one-yeat-old sociology 
teacher at Tuskegee Institute, and several other men had organized the 
Tuskegee Civic Association (formerly the Tuskegee Men’s Club) in 1941 
and had persisted in attempting to register blacks in Macon County. 
The Smith decision energized them, and on a hot day in early July 1945 
more than two hundred blacks, many of whom were middle-class gov- 
ernment employees, showed up at the Macon County Courthouse to reg- 
ister. When only ten applicants had successfully registered, the Tuskegee 
Civic Association filed suit in state circuit court as well as in federal dis- 
trict court in Montgomery. Although the suit ultimately was dismissed 
after Probate Judge William Varner informed the court that the plaintiff 
had, in fact, been registered—a devious trick to forestall the suit—the 
specter of organized blacks pursuing their grievances in federal court was 
simply too threatening. By December 1947 the Macon County Board of 
Registrars had gone into hiding. As of early 1948 they had not registered 
any blacks.” 

One of the most dramatic tales of black political awakening during 
this era concerned South Carolina’s Progressive Democratic Party (ppp). 
Formally organized in May 1944, the ppp was part of a larger plan to in- 
validate South Carolina’s white primary. Throughout the late 1940s and 
early 19508, although the ppp was never strong enough to topple states’ 
tighters from power, its ability to organize a significant number of black 
voters and its determination in bringing its protests to the attention of 
national Democratic Party leaders enraged white conservatives. 

The driving force behind the ppp was an ambitious young newspaper 
editor named John Henry McCray. Like the John Henry of legend, Mc- 
Cray possessed exceptional courage, strength, and stamina and provided 
effective civil rights leadership for South Carolina blacks until the mid- 
19508. Born in Youngstown, Florida, in 1910, McCray moved with his 
family to Lincolnville, South Carolina, in Charleston County, when he 
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was five years old. Like Mound Bayou in Mississippi, Lincolnville was an 
all-black town with a black mayor and chief of police. McCray later re- 
called that during his childhood he probably encountered only three or 
four whites a year, usually salespersons. Since both his mother and father 
were employed by the local government, it is not surprising that McCray 
developed an interest in politics. Although no black southerner could 
escape Jim Crow, perhaps spending his formative years shielded from 
whites instilled in McCray a self-confidence only too frequently crushed 
by the degrading strictures of segregation. 

Highly intelligent and driven, McCray attended the Avery Institute in 
Charleston, where he was valedictorian of his graduating class in 1931. 
From there he went on to Talladega College in Alabama, where he studied 
chemistry and graduated in 1935. A gifted student, McCray turned down 
a scholarship to Harvard University Law School and instead chose a sales 
position in the Charleston office of the North Carolina Mutual Life Insur- 
ance Company. In 1939 he founded the Charleston Lighthouse, which in 1940 
merged with the People’s Informer of Sumter, South Carolina, to become 
the Lighthouse and Informer. McCray and the newspaper moved to Colum- 
bia in December 1941.’ The paper had a sworn commitment to publicize 
racial injustices in education, in the courts, and in politics. “Nothing was 
going to happen in the black community that [we] did not know about,” 
McCray maintained.” The Lighthouse and Informer became the most influ- 
ential black newspaper in South Carolina and boasted a circulation of 
approximately 35,000 in 1946.*° 

The idea of a separate party for African Americans first surfaced in 
Match 1944. Barred from voting in South Carolina’s white primary, hope- 
ful that a favorable decision was shortly to come in the Texas case, and 
desperate to support President Roosevelt for reelection, black South 
Carolinians searched for a solution. The Lighthouse and Informer carried 
an editorial that proposed forming “Fourth Term for Roosevelt” Clubs, 
separate from the white Democratic Party.*' It was an ingenious plan. No 
legal barrier existed to such an organization, plus it allowed blacks to be 
politically active without being associated “with the party of “Cotton Ed’ 
Smith, [Theodore] Bilbo and John Rankin of Mississippi and [Eugene] 
Talmadge of Georgia,” or with the “mediocre and neglected Republican 
party.” The organization started with the formation of local Fourth Term 
for Roosevelt Clubs and originally was known as the Colored Democratic 
Party. Almost all of the expense for the party was covered by the Light- 
house and Informer, although the party received its first outside funds from 
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John Henry McCray, leader of the South Carolina Progressive Democratic Party, ca. 19405. 


Photograph courtesy of South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia. 


an elderly white woman who contributed $5.00 from her pension check.** 
ppp bylaws stipulated that the organization would disband once full inte- 
gration into the regular state Democratic Party had been achieved.” 

The new ppp was formally organized on May 24, 1944, when 172 dele- 
gates from thirty-nine of the state’s forty-six counties attended a state- 
wide convention at Columbia’s Masonic Temple. The convention voted 
to send a group of delegates to the National Democratic Convention 
in Chicago to request eight of the eighteen seats designated for South 
Carolina.” Fully cognizant of the precarious status of his fledgling party 
and his own meager political credentials, McCray solicited assistance 
from African American congressmen William L. Dawson of Chicago and 
Adam Clayton Powell Jr. of New York City. Fearful that southern con- 
gressmen were conspiting to prevent the ppp from gaining an audience 
with national party leaders, McCray asked each man to use his influence 
to help the ppp gain recognition from the DNc.*” 

Already overburdened by trying to contain a possible bolt by the Texas 
delegation, and tied up with behind-the-scenes wheeling and dealing 
over the vice-presidential nomination, the National Democratic Party 
hoped to thwart the ppp’s proposed challenge. Oscar Ewing, vice-chair- 
man of the pNc, told McCray that a contest over seating would harm 
FpR’s chances fora fourth term and would ultimately set back the cause of 
civil rights.°° Hoping to defuse a potentially embarrassing situation, the 
DNC cut a deal with McCray. The party leaders, who included pNc chait- 
man Robert Hannegan and vice-chairman Ewing, convinced McCray 
that any challenge posed by the ppp stood little chance of success and 
would be squashed on organizational technicalities. According to Mc- 
Cray, they reached a “gentlemen’s agreement.” *’ Hannegan promised 
McCray and the ppp that if they did not play into the hands of the Re- 
publicans, the weight of the judicial department would be thrown behind 
integrating the Democratic Party.** McCray would later be accused of 
co-opting his organization by refusing to make a floor fight. Given that 
endeavor’s slim chance for success, and given the ppp’s loyalty to Roose- 
velt and the national party, it seems unreasonable for McCray, however, 
to have done anything other than accept the hand dealt him by national 
Democratic Party leaders. 

Armed with promises of assistance from the national Democratic 
leadership, the ppp sent a delegation to the national convention in Chi- 
cago in 1944 in an attempt to unseat South Carolina’s all-white delegation 
in a hearing before the Credentials Subcommittee. The delegation tes- 
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tified that within three months of organizing, the ppp claimed 45,000 
members with clubs in all but two counties.* Clearly impressed with the 
accomplishments achieved by the party in only three months, the Creden- 
tials Subcommittee nevertheless felt that representation at the national 
convention was a matter for the courts.” McCray took the decision in 
stride and, as promised, did not make a floor fight.” 

Following the half-victory at the national convention in 1944, the ppp 
returned to South Carolina and nominated party cofounder and Light- 
house and Informer associate editor Osceola E. McKaine as its candidate 
for the U.S. Senate to run against white Democratic Party candidate 
Olin Johnston. McCray noted that “the convention agreed that while 
McKaine wouldn’t win, Negro voters would have proof that their people 
could contest for public offices as Democrats.” McKaine garnered about 
4,500 votes. McCray and others contended, however, that South Caro- 
lina’s complicated voting procedures and widespread polling irregulari- 
ties prevented many African Americans from casting their ballots for 
McKaine.”* 

McCray initially had not been sold on a court challenge to the white 
primary.’? He instead preferred to work independently registering and 
organizing African American voters.”* But following its experience with 
national party leadership, and confident of party support, the ppp shifted 
its considerable efforts into voter registration and focused on challenging 
the white Democratic primary. As one ppp member would recall, Hanne- 
gan had promised that “the Department of Justice and F.B.I. would be 
at our disposal in all cases where intimidation, coercion, and terrorism 
were involved . . . with the efforts of Negroes in South Carolina to cast 
a ballot.” * 

McCray carefully assembled affidavits from blacks describing the ob- 
stacles whites threw up to prevent them from registering. He handed 
them over to the Naacp, which in turn forwarded the information to 
the Department of Justice.’* But help from the federal government never 
materialized. In a 1946 letter, McCray reminded pNc chairman Robert 
Hannegan of their earlier arrangement: “At this time there are numer- 
ous affidavits on file with the Justice Department growing out of re- 
fusals of enrollment this year, 1944 and in 1942. Not only have we not 
had action . . . but we now understand from private sources that there 
will be no federal action attempted under the Smith versus Allbright [s7c] 
(Texas) primary ruling.” Blacks, McCray pleaded, were “desperate for an 
escape.” ”’ The federal government never provided the route. 
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Southern whites were especially disturbed by the fact that black voter 
registration efforts were boosted by the energies of the many black GIs 
who returned to southern communities with enhanced expectations for 
democracy on the homefront. When questioned by the Army Research 
Branch in 1944 and 1945 about their understanding of the war aims and 
their contribution, nearly half of all black Gls questioned “believed that 
they would ‘have more tights and privileges’ after the war.”’* Declar- 
ing that “men who faced bullets overseas deserve ballots at home,” more 
than one hundred black veterans marched on Birmingham’s courthouse 
in January 1946 demanding the right to register.”” Their efforts were added 
to those of the scHw, which emerged from the war determined to ex- 
tend the ideals of New Deal liberalism into the postwar era and to con- 
tinue its assault on the South’s political system. By 1946 the scHw had 
opened offices in several southern states and was focused on victory in the 
southern primaries. White elites also looked on warily as the c1o and the 
American Federation of Labor each launched union organizing drives in 
1946. Liberal forces in the South looked hopefully toward the primaries 
of 1946, which would be the first real test of their new strength as a loose 
coalition.’ 

The southern political scene in 1946 exhibited a schizophrenic qual- 
ity that renders easy or simple generalizations impossible. White voters 
sought to ensure economic stability in the postwar era and to extend 
protections achieved during the New Deal while preventing black politi- 
cal equality. Voters across the Deep South gave the nod to populist Jim 
Folsom in Alabama, white supremacist demagogue Eugene Talmadge in 
Georgia, and moderate Strom Thurmond in South Carolina. In some 
races, such as Folsom’s successful race for governor in 1946, white su- 
premacy appeared not to play a part at all, while it defined Talmadge’s 
campaign. The victories of reactionaries, populists, and moderates dem- 
onstrated the instability of the postwar southern political landscape in 
the immediate postwar era as voters tried to balance modernization with 
racial inequality. 

Nowhere did the enigmatic quality of postwar southern politics come 
through more strongly than in Alabama. Voters marked their ballots 
in favor of the racial status quo by approving the reactionary Boswell 
Amendment but turned their backs on the candidates of the industrial 
and Black Belt interests for the statehouse and the U.S. Senate in favor of 
two populist candidates from humble backgrounds. The handsome and 
gregarious thirty-eight-yeat-old veteran James E. Folsom from southeast 
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Alabama, an opponent of the amendment, rode into office with a 60,000- 
vote majority on a progressive platform that called for legislative reappor- 
tionment; allocation of more money for public schools, improved roads, 
and old age pensions; recognition of the rights of organized labor; and 
opposition to the poll tax.'°’ As Folsom was preparing to take office, 
senior U.S. senator John Bankhead Jr. died, setting off a scramble for his 
replacement. Five-term congressman John Sparkman, the poor son of 
tenant farmers from northern Alabama who was an ardent supporter of 
rural electrification and a grateful recipient of clo support, eked out a 
230-vote victory over two candidates who split the state’s conservative 
vote.’ 

But liberal advances were met at every step with fraud, intimidation, 
and structural inequities, such as Georgia’s county-unit system. In the 
Peach State the dislocations of wartime and the resurgence of black politi- 
cal activity spurred white voters to send racist Eugene Talmadge back 
to the governor’s mansion in a race in which neither of his opponents 
dared present himself as a liberal. Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo 
won teelection in a campaign in which he (like Talmadge) advocated vio- 
lence as a means to keep blacks from the polls. In Mississippi, ranked 
at the bottom of all states in black voter participation and identified by 
the NAAcP as a serious trouble spot, barely 5,000 black citizens quali- 
fied to vote.’®’ Nevertheless, fearful whites set crosses ablaze in Jackson’s 
black neighborhoods during the 1946 primary.'** The NaAcp files contain 
affidavits from black citizens, many of whom were World War II veter- 
ans, who claimed they had been assaulted by whites and denied the right 
to vote. In Puckett, Mississippi, veteran Etoy Fletcher was accosted by 
four white men after he was denied registration. Fletcher reported that 
he was “beaten and flogged mercilessly with a large cable wire.” The men 
allegedly told Fletcher that if he ever attempted to vote again, they would 
kill him."°° In Pass Christian, Mississippi, the election commission dis- 
qualified several black men after they admitted under questioning that 
they supported the Fepc.'’° On the eve of the election, Bilbo challenged 
“every red-blooded American who believes in the superiority and integ- 
tity of the white race to get out and see that no nigger votes.” The best 
time to do that, Bilbo advised, “is the night before” the election."*’ 

The challenge faced by white liberals and blacks in their efforts to de- 
mocratize the South were part of a larger nationwide struggle to define 
postwar liberalism. Opponents of voter registration and political orga- 
nization among blacks and poor and working-class whites in the South 
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gained strength from the growing rift within liberal ranks. Left-wing lib- 
erals found themselves increasingly under attack in the immediate post- 
war era as America’s deteriorating relationship with the Soviet Union in- 
fused domestic politics with anticommunism. Organizations such as the 
scHw and the c1o’s political action committee became targets of liberal 
anticommunists who sought to rid the movement of Soviet sympathizers. 
Increasingly in 1947 and 1948, historian Patricia Sullivan has noted, “the 
SCHw’s efforts were diverted by charges that the organization had failed 
to purge its ranks of Communists and Communist sympathizers.” '°° 

Challenging the proponents of racial and industrial democracy for the 
future direction of the South in 1946 were scores of white veterans who re- 
turned to southern states, created new political coalitions, and fomented 
“GI Revolts” that aimed to turn out entrenched political machines. Their 
experiences in other parts of the country and overseas had underscored 
the economically backward nature of southern society, and they dedi- 
cated themselves to supporting officials who promoted clean, efficient 
government that promised voters a safe future of economic growth but 
not necessarily racial democracy.’ 

Typical of these returning veterans was Sidney McMath of Arkan- 
sas. Raised in an impoverished family that lived under the tyranny of an 
abusive, alcoholic father, young Sidney sold papers, shined shoes, and 
peddled cabbages door-to-door to supplement the family’s meager in- 
come. McMath joined the marines in 1940 and saw action at Guadal- 
canal and throughout the Pacific theater. The war was a turning point for 
McMath, just as it was for other southern men of his generation. He re- 
turned to Hot Springs in 1945, and in May 1946 he and a few other Gls cre- 
ated their own political organization, which they called the Government 
Improvement League. Running on a platform of honest government, 
they offered a slate of candidates to challenge the nominees of Garland 
County’s political machine. Run by Mayor Leo P. McLaughlin of Hot 
Springs, the machine had controlled Garland County for close to twenty 
years, primarily through the payment of poll tax receipts. The mayor’s 
underlings would purchase the receipts and distribute them to “loyal” 
voters — most often thieves, drunkards, and prostitutes — on election day. 
While McMath ran for prosecuting attorney and won in the Democratic 
primary, the others on the slate were forced to run in the general election 
as independents. Eventually the GIs’ slate won several offices, including 
sheriff, tax assessor, and circuit judge, and went on to inspire GI revolts 
in Crittendon, Pope, and Yell Counties." 
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Strom Thurmond of Edgefield County, South Carolina, returned 
from the battlefields of Europe with an agenda similar to McMath’s. If 
Ohio fancies itself the birthplace of presidents, then Edgefield County, 
South Carolina, could justifiably be christened the birthplace of dema- 
gogues and political rogues. Nestled along the Savannah River on the 
western edge of that heart-shaped state, Edgefield County gave to the 
country such controversial figures as Preston S. Brooks, the U.S. con- 
gressman whose legislative accomplishments have long since been for- 
gotten but whose vengeful caning of U.S. Senator Charles Sumner of 
Massachusetts is part of antebellum southern lore. Edgefield County’s 
one-eyed son Benjamin R. “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman rode the crest of the 
farmers’ insurgency of the late nineteenth century all the way to the gov- 
ernot’s office and, later, to the U.S. Senate. From these lofty heights Till- 
man condoned lynching and used his considerable power to rewrite the 
South Carolina constitution, successfully disfranchising African Ameri- 
can voters." 

The county’s most politically enduring son, James Strom Thurmond, 
was born in 1902 to John William Thurmond, a successful attorney and 
farmer, and Eleanor Gertrude Strom Thurmond. The second of six chil- 
dren, young Strom enjoyed a life of relative privilege and ease and spent 
his formative years in a spacious country home staffed by a cook, a house- 
keeper, a yardman, and a driver. Thurmond’s indoctrination into South 
Carolina politics came early. His father was a sometime politician who 
once served as Ben Tillman’s campaign manager, and young Strom met 
the acerbic Tillman at the tender age of six. In those days politics and 
political campaigns provided one of the few sources of entertainment for 
isolated country folk, and Thurmond telished traveling with his father 
to hear the colorful stem-winders of South Carolina office seekers out on 
the stump. By the time he was twelve, Thurmond knew he wanted to be 
a politician."’” 

After graduating from Clemson College in 1923, Thurmond taught 
agricultural skills to high school students in McCormick, South Caro- 
lina. Committed to education, yet yearning for the excitement of public 
service, he ran a successful campaign for county superintendent in 1929. 
In addition to his new responsibilities, Thurmond studied law under his 
father’s tutelage, passed the bar, and hung out a shingle. In 1932 he was 
elected to the state senate, where he proved himself a loyal Roosevelt 
Democrat and a cautious New Dealer. He introduced some progressive 
education legislation, although he proposed a loyalty oath bill for teach- 
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ers as well. Ina surprise move, Thurmond ran for, and was elected, citcuit 
court judge of South Carolina in 1937." 

Thurmond interrupted his judicial duties to volunteer for the army 
and reported for active duty as a captain in April 1942. Nearly forty years 
old at the time, he was exempt from service; however, he wanted to serve 
in combat. By the time of the D-Day invasion, Thurmond had been pro- 
moted to lieutenant colonel. He took part in the invasion as a member 
of the Eighty-second Airborne and was wounded in a glider crash be- 
hind enemy lines. Years later, when someone asked him why he had vol- 
unteered for combat duty, he replied, “I gave up my judgeship position 
temporarily to come into the war and fight, not just sit behind a desk.” "* 
Thurmond left active duty in October 1945 and returned to the bench a 
decorated veteran. Seven months later, in May 1946, he resigned from 
the bench and announced his candidacy for governor. 

Thurmond was elected over a sprawling field of ten opponents that 
included the incumbent governor, former and current state and national 
tepresentatives, a physician, a lumberman, and a former movie stunt- 
man—the largest and perhaps most colorful field in state history. Like 
McMath, Thurmond campaigned as a progressive outsider, centering his 
campaign on what his biographer has called “a conspiracy theory of the 
status quo.” "° Thurmond charged that a select coterie of legislators from 
tiny Barnwell County exerted an influence in state government that far ex- 
ceeded their numbers. By decrying the influence of the “Barnwell Ring,” 
which acted out of interests antithetical to the people, Thurmond pre- 
sented himself as a progressive who would do the people’s work. Further- 
more, he posed as an FpR loyalist and lambasted an opponent for having 
abandoned the president in the failed revolt of 1944. He emerged victo- 
tious, winning every majority white county in the state.'"® 

Given the racial violence of 1946 and the fears of many South Caro- 
lina whites, Thurmond’s gubernatorial campaign was notable for the ab- 
sence of appeals to white supremacy. Although in late July Thurmond did 
state his opposition to “mixing the races in schools, in churches, theaters, 
restaurants and elsewhere,” this was a far cry from the virulent cam- 
paign waged by gubernatorial candidate Eugene Talmadge in neighbor- 
ing Georgia.” In a letter to Thurmond, Osceola McKaine, black politi- 
cal activist from Sumter, South Carolina, field organizer for the scuw, 
and cofounder of the ppp, claimed he would have voted for Thurmond 
in the 1946 primary “were I not disfranchised” because “not once did you 
taise the race issue for political purposes.” '* Compared with other south- 
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ern governors, Thurmond appeared distinctly moderate, somewhere be- 
tween Alabama populist James Folsom and Georgia racist Talmadge. As 
late as October 1947 Thurmond remained a loyal Truman man."” 

A highly varied political landscape emerged in the postwar South as 
white voters sought the best method by which to safeguard the eco- 
nomic gains of the New Deal and war years while maintaining the racial 
status quo. They believed they had an ally in the president, for by 1946 
Harry Truman appeared just as reluctant as his predecessor to initiate 
civil rights legislation.'** However, a number of significant developments 
prompted the president to commit himself more firmly to the campaign 
for equality. The first was the Republican landslide in the 1946 congtes- 
sional elections, a victory due in large part to the black vote.'*' Between 
1941 and 1944 more than 1 million southern blacks had migrated to north- 
ern cities where there was no systematic denial of the franchise. African 
Americans had turned from the party of Lincoln and had voted over- 
whelmingly for Franklin Roosevelt in 1936, but they had slowly begun 
to return to the Republican Party, which seemed to be more amenable 
and sensitive to theit demands.'*? The second, more dramatic, reason 
for Truman’s turnabout was the wave of racial violence that engulfed the 
South in 1946. The demise of the white primary, a subsequent increase in 
black voter registration, and the return of black veterans to the South all 
combined to fuel this rash of violence. Coming as it did on the heels of a 
U.S. victory over tyranny in World War II, it outraged and sickened the 
president. In 1947 Truman declared that “we can no longer afford the lux- 
uty of a leisurely attack upon prejudice and discrimination.” '** Respond- 
ing to deplorable southern conditions with a keen sense of urgency, in the 
late 1940s Truman took steps toward a firm commitment to equality that 
were unprecedented, controversial, and not without significant politi- 
cal consequences. With this dramatic change, Truman set the stage for a 
political showdown with southern Democrats. 

Events in the South in 1946 and 1947 would prove pivotal to the 
political fortunes of Harry Truman and Strom Thurmond and to the 
political allegiance of many white southerners. Sickened by violent racial 
clashes in the wake of World War I, particularly attacks on returning 
black veterans; pressured by organizations such as the scHw, the c1o- 
Political Action Committee, the Communist Party, the Southern Re- 
gional Council, and the Naacp to take action; and dismayed by the in- 
ability of southern communities to punish the guilty, Truman took steps 
to ensure federal protection for basic human rights. Some of the more 
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dramatic incidents of postwar racial violence took place in South Caro- 
lina, making that state and its governor the focus of national attention. 
For Thurmond, a law-and-order moderate, the apprehension and prose- 
cution of a group of lynchers in South Carolina in May 1947—the first 
mass lynching trial in U.S. history—signaled real progress and proof of 
the South’s ability to solve its own problems. The acquittal of the mob, 
Thurmond believed, while perhaps disappointing, in no way justified 
federal intervention into what he deemed the rights of the states. The 
president’s disregard of this jealously guarded state right set the wheels 
in motion for the 1948 revolt. 

Much of the racial violence that scarred the immediate postwar years 
involved altercations between black veterans and local whites. Many of 
the incidents stemmed from whites’ fears that blacks were no longer ad- 
hering to the protocol of Jim Crow that demanded humility and sub- 
servience. Blacks who were unwilling to work for starvation wages or 
who expressed dissatisfaction with substandard service from whites were 
labeled troublemakers and targeted for abuse. For white conservatives, 
what was perhaps most foreboding about these postwar confrontations 
was the propensity of blacks to fight back against armed white civilians 
and police. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Columbia, Ten- 
nessee, where in February 1946 what began as an altercation between a 
white radio repaitman and a black customer and her son, a navy veteran, 
exploded into a two-day riot in which white mobs harassed the town’s 
black citizens and the Tennessee Highway Patrol vandalized the black 
business district. In the end, over one hundred blacks were arrested, two 
of whom were killed while in police custody. After widespread protests 
and pressure by numerous labor and civil rights organizations, Attor- 
ney General Tom C. Clark investigated the case. No indictments were 
ever brought against those responsible for violating the civil rights of the 
black citizens.’** 

In July 1946 two black men and their wives were shot to death bya mob 
of armed white assailants near Monroe, Georgia. At the time of the mur- 
der, the two couples were accompanied by their employer, a local white 
farmer. One of the victims, Roger Malcom, had earlier stabbed a white 
farmer who allegedly had made advances to Malcom’s wife. The other 
male victim, George Dorsey, a successful sharecropper, had resisted the 
attempts of his landlord to swindle him. A grand jury failed to return 
any indictments for the crimes.'*”” The murders coincided with Eugene 
Talmadge’s victory in the Georgia gubernatorial primary. In the yeat’s 
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most racist political campaign, Talmadge promised to restore the white 
primary and preserve white supremacy. In what amounted to an official 
sanction of voter intimidation, Talmadge stated that “if the good white 
people will explain it to the negroes around the state just right I don’t 
think they will want to vote.”'”° Despite Talmadge’s warning to avoid 
the polls, an unprecedented number of African Americans voted. With 
ominous foreshadowing, one disgruntled white commented, “[Lynch- 
ing has] got to be done to keep Mister Nigger in his place. Since the 
state said he could vote, there ain’t been any holding him. . . . Gene told 
us what was happening, and what he was going to do about it. ’m sure 
proud he was elected.” '”” 

More than the violence in Columbia and Montoe, a South Carolina 
incident illustrated to the nation the sickening depths to which race re- 
lations in the South had sunk. On the night of February 12, 1946, U.S. 
Army sergeant Isaac Woodard, discharged from Camp Gordon, Georgia, 
boarded a bus for home in Winnsboro, South Carolina, to be reunited 
with his wife. Woodard had served fifteen months in the Pacific, where 
he had earned a battle star. An hour into the trip, the driver stopped at a 
drugstore, and Woodard asked the driver to wait while he used the rest- 
toom. According to Woodard, the driver cursed him, saying there was 
no time to stop. Woodard, by his own admission, cursed him back. “I 
cursed him back and told him I was a human being who could under- 
stand civil language,” Woodard told a reporter. “He told me to go ahead 
but hurry back, which I did.” When they reached Batesburg, South Caro- 
lina, the driver summoned a police officer and ordered Woodard off the 
bus. In his sworn affidavit, Woodard claimed that when he tried to ex- 
plain the situation to the officer, the policeman struck him with his billy 
club. When they arrived at the police station, Woodard stated, “he started 
punching me in my eyes with the end of his billy” until Woodard was 
barely conscious. When he awoke the next morning, he could not see. 
Woodard was taken before the judge, who fined him “$50 or 30 days on the 
toad.” Woodard only had $44 in cash, although he did have his soldier’s 
deposit and mustering-out paycheck, which was for $649.73. Because the 
blinded Woodard could not see to endorse the check, the judge returned 
it to him. Woodard stayed locked in the jail for the remainder of the day 
until he was finally taken to the veterans’ hospital in Columbia.’ 

Although the assault took place in February, Woodard, permanently 
blinded, languished in the hospital for three months until finally, in May, 
news of his plight was leaked to James Hinton, president of the state 
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NaAcp. Hinton contacted the national office and also turned the story 
over to John H. McCray, who was the first to publish news of Woodard’s 
assault.'*” Despite the fact that Woodard had been discovered, his story 
was far from clear. By August the NAacp was still trying to ascertain accu- 
rate information on the alleged assault.’*° The organization tried without 
success to get information from the veterans’ hospital in Columbia where 
Woodard had convalesced.** The Woodard blinding did receive national 
publicity, however. Actor Orson Welles took a particular interest and 
broadcast four separate radio shows about the case. As Walter White ex- 
plained to Welles, this incident deserved special attention. “We have had 
many horrible cases pass through this office,” White confided, “but never 
one worse than this, with which I am sure you will agree.” Relying on 
Woodard’s affidavit and information provided by the Naacp, Welles mis- 
takenly identified the town where Woodard was beaten as Aiken, South 
Carolina. In his statement Woodard claimed the police who accosted him 
informed him he was in Aiken. In retaliation against the actor’s broad- 
casts, the Aiken City Council passed an ordinance barring the presenta- 
tion of one of Welles’s movies in a local theater, and Aiken police officers 
burned movie posters advertising the film." 

Desperate for accurate information, the NAAcp hired a private inves- 
tigator and also placed an advertisement in the Columbia Record asking 
for information concerning the beating.’** Another recently discharged 
veteran who happened to be on the bus with Woodard saw the plea and 
identified Batesburg, South Carolina, as the location where Woodard was 
removed from the bus and taken away.'*’ In late August, Lynwood Shull, 
chief of police of Batesburg, admitted complicity in the incident.’*° 

On September 26 Attorney General Tom Clark announced that he 
had filed charges against the police chief, a direct result, Walter White 
claimed, of the publicity from Welles’s show focusing on “storm trooper 
Shull.” *°? Shull was accused of having “beaten and tortured” Isaac Wood- 
atd Jr. “in violation of a Federal Civil Rights Statute, which prohibits 
police and other public officials from depriving anyone of rights secured 
by the Constitution and the laws of the United States.” Shull was charged 
with violating Woodard’s “right to be secure in his person and immune 
from legal assault and battery” and “the right and privilege not to be 
beaten and tortured by persons exercising the authority to arrest.” ** 

Shull was tried November 5, 1946. The presiding judge was Julius 
Waties Waring, a Charleston aristocrat. Although civil rights activists 
prayed for a conviction, McCray acknowledged that “many newspaper- 
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men and lawyers at the time thought Shull would receive at most a sus- 
pended sentence.” But even that, it seems, was too much to ask for. The 
all-white jury deliberated for a mere thirty minutes before finding Shull 
innocent of violating Woodard’s civil rights.’*” 

Black leaders understood only too well the unlikelihood of a white 
jury convicting a chief of police; still, McCray and Naacp officials felt 
the prosecution had not done a thorough job. “Some of us feel . . . that 
the prosecution might have made its case stronger had it brought out 
Shull’s other beatings of Negroes and their living in general terror of 
his force at Batesburg,” McCray reasoned. He reported that Woodard 
ctied when told of the jury’s quick verdict. Denied justice in the here 
and now, Woodard looked to the hereafter. “Well,” he sighed, “the Right 
One hasn’t tried him [Shull] yet.” Despite his faith in divine judgment, 
Woodard was understandably distraught over the turn of events. “I’m not 
mad at anybody,” he informed reporters. “I just feel bad. That’s all; I just 
feel bad.” ‘*° 

The Woodard blinding stood out among all of the horrific racial inci- 
dents of 1946. Recognizing the power of this case for catalyzing and 
fomenting national outrage, the NAACP made the most of it. The organi- 
zation took Woodard on a nationwide tour to expose the racial discrimi- 
nation and violence endemic to the South."*' This type of promotional 
tour was nothing new; the Naacp and other organizations interested 
in publicizing racial injustice had sponsored similar events. Often cir- 
cumstances dictated they feature a family member or some other person 
associated with the victim.'*? With Woodard, the NAacp could present 
northern audiences with a walking, breathing victim of southern racial 
injustice. Because Woodard was a veteran, because he was maimed, be- 
cause his attacker was an officer of the law, and because he survived, he 
became an emblem of what was terribly wrong with the South. 

Truman, undoubtedly angered by all acts of racial violence brought to 
his attention, reacted with special revulsion to Woodard’s blinding, and 
he referred to it often in public and private when justifying his support for 
civil rights. The president’s secretary, Matthew Connelly, later claimed 
that the South Carolina incident finally pushed the president into action. 
According to Connelly, Truman was especially upset about the Woodard 
attack because the president “had a special feeling for soldiers, and from 
that point on Truman took a different tack.” Later, in his personal corre- 
spondence, Truman revealed that his commitment to civil rights went be- 
yond political considerations. In a letter to a Kansas City friend, Truman 
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accepted the political costs that accompanied a firm civil rights position. 
“T can’t approve of such goings on and I shall never approve it, as long 
as lam here. ... lam going to try to remedy it and if that ends up in my 
failure to be reelected, that failure will be in a good cause.” '*” 

Also outraged by such brutality, an interracial group formed in Au- 
gust 1946, the National Emergency Committee against Mob Violence, 
whose members represented civil rights, labor, and religious organiza- 
tions, met with the president on September 19, 1946, to pressure him 
to condemn mob violence.'** Walter White recited a long list of lynch- 
ings and assaults, concluding with the Woodard incident, after which the 
president allegedly exclaimed, “My God! I had no idea it was as terrible 
as that! We’ve got to do something!” '*” During the course of the meet- 
ing David K. Niles, Truman’s administrative assistant, recommended the 
creation of a presidential committee charged with investigating the racial 
situation and proposing legislative solutions.'*° 

In a letter to Attorney General Clark, Truman reported on his meet- 
ing with the National Emergency Committee against Mob Violence. The 
president expressed his “outrage” at the Woodard blinding in particular 
and recommended action. “I have been very much alarmed at the in- 
creased racial feeling all over the country,” the president wrote, “and Iam 
wondering if it wouldn’t be well to appoint a commission to analyze the 
situation and have a remedy to present to the Congress.” Though Truman 
knew that Clark was investigating the racial violence in Louisiana, Ten- 
nessee, and Georgia, the South Carolina incident convinced him that “it 
is going to take something more than the handling of each individual case 
after it happens —it is going to require the inauguration of some sort of 
policy to prevent such happenings.” '*” On October 11, 1946, Clark sug- 
gested to the president that he create a presidential commission on civil 
tights by executive order."** 

In response to pressure from civil rights advocates and the advice of 
his attorney general, Truman established the President’s Committee on 
Civil Rights by executive order on December 5, 1946, as the first step in an 
effort to discourage “individuals who take the law into their own hands 
and inflict summary punishment and wreak personal vengeance” upon 
others. The fifteen-member committee, chaired by Charles E. Wilson, 
president of General Electric, included members representing industry, 
labor, the clergy, academia, and politics. The committee included only 
two southerners, both liberals: Frank Porter Graham, president of the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a prominent member of 
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the scuHw, and Dorothy Rogers Tilly of Georgia, whose causes included 
the Georgia Interracial Committee, the Atlanta Urban League, the Geor- 
gia Conference on Social Work, the Southern Regional Council, and the 
Fellowship of the Concerned. The committee’s chief responsibility was 
to study current federal, state, and local laws and determine in what ways 
they might be strengthened to adequately protect the civil rights of U.S. 
citizens.’*° 

Upon creating the committee, Truman assured Americans that civil 
tights were, in his words, “close to my heart.” He also noted that “the 
deprivation of civil rights [was] not peculiar to any one region, or to any 
one racial or religious group.” Despite these disclaimers, the committee, 
nevertheless, focused particularly on the current rash of problems in the 
South.'°° 

Clearly the practice of lynching represented the most egregious ex- 
ample of the absence of civil rights in the South. Not surprisingly, it be- 
came a central concern of the committee. Remarkably, as the committee 
was getting under way, another violent racial incident rocked the South. 
South Carolina was the location and once again became the focus of nega- 
tive national attention and disgust. A Pickens, South Carolina, lynch- 
ing and subsequent trial provided yet another push for Truman’s civil 
tights agenda. It underscored for the president and his committee the 
inadequacy of the current federal criminal code and the desperate need 
for federal protection of civil rights. The lynching and the subsequent 
trial served to deepen the line dividing those for racial justice and federal 
intervention and states’ rights defenders. The acquittal of the mob and 
the negative reaction of white citizens to intervention by the FBr and to 
national interest in the trial were bleak reminders to the nation of the in- 
ability of southern communities to police themselves. To South Carolina 
governor Thurmond and many southern whites, however, the apprehen- 
sion and prosecution of the lynch mob represented real progress. 

On February 16, 1947, a twenty-five-year-old epileptic black man 
named Willie Earle of Greenville, South Carolina, was arrested on sus- 
picion of robbery and assault of fifty-year-old Greenville taxi driver T. W. 
Brown. At 5:00 A.M. on February 17, as Brown hovered close to death 
(he eventually died from the wounds), Earle was spirited from his jail cell 
in nearby Pickens and lynched by a mob of thirty-five armed men. Ed 
Gilstrap, the Pickens jailer who lived with his family in another part of 
the jail building, claimed he did not recognize any members of the un- 
masked mob, although he did say that some of the men wore taxi drivers’ 
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caps. Gilstrap’s daughter, who watched from a second-floor window, 
noted that several of the cars belonging to the mob were taxicabs. When 
later asked why he so readily surrendered Earle to the mob, Gilstrap re- 
sponded, “They had shotguns and I danced to their music.” Earle’s body 
was found near a slaughter pen on a country road around 6:45 a.m. with 
shotgun wounds in the head and three gaping stab wounds in the chest."*" 
Governor Thurmond reacted immediately to South Carolina’s first lynch- 
ing in twenty years. Condemning the crime as “a blot on the state of South 
Carolina,” he ordered the state constabulary into action to apprehend the 
lynchers. As a veteran of the recent war for democracy who returned to his 
state advocating efficient government and law and order, and as a chief 
executive interested in wooing new industry to his state, Thurmond con- 
sidered the lynching reprehensible. “Mob rule is against every principle 
for which we have so recently sacrificed so much,” he stated, “and we 
expect to combat it with the same determination.” ** Whites and blacks 
applauded Thurmond’s swift action. Testifying before the pccr, FBr chief 
J. Edgar Hoover confirmed that Thurmond “was desirous of having this 
thing cleaned up and the culprits brought to justice,” '* and black leaders 
commended the governor for his “very courageous action.” ** 

Attorney General Tom Clark ordered the FB1 to take up the Earle 
case on February 17, and within ten days of beginning their investiga- 
tion they had secured the indictment of thirty-one men, “most of whom 
confessed to their participation [in the crime].” "°° Of the thirty-one men, 
twenty-eight were taxicab drivers. The Fsi secured signed statements 
from twenty-six of the accused. In these statements the men described 
how the mob had been rounded up by taxicab company switchboard 
operators and dispatchers and how the procession of taxis drove into 
neighboring Pickens County, where Earle was being held. They also de- 
scribed the lynching in graphic detail, how Earle was beaten, stabbed, 
and finally shot in the head. Those who gave statements admitted their 
involvement in the crime, and eight of the twenty-six identified one 
man, forty-five-year-old dispatcher Roosevelt Carlos Hurd, as the trigger 
man.’ 

Throughout the investigation Thurmond held a firm line.'*’ The gov- 
ernor assured liberal members of the southern community of his intent 
to concentrate all efforts on the conviction of the accused men.”** On 
Match 12, indictments for murder, conspiracy to commit murder, acces- 
sory before the fact, and accessory after the fact were returned for all 
defendants.’ 
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Despite the actions of the governor, which held the promise of retri- 
bution for this evil crime, it was clear that community sentiment sup- 
ported the accused. An anonymous informant told newsman and activist 
John McCray that local citizens had placed a “box at [the] cash regester 
asking costumers to drop somthing in the box for help pay the lyncher 
lawyer. . . . How can a jury be got with [that] spirit [?]’'°° The Juformer, 
a black newspaper in Houston, claimed that a fund-raising drive to pay 
for the defense raised about $2,000 and that donation boxes had been 
placed in some 150 businesses throughout the Greenville area. One South 
Carolina newspaper confirmed that the defense was paid partly through 
public donations." 

Though many white South Carolinians abhorred the crime itself, they 
were mote upset by federal interference in the prosecution of the lynch- 
ing. South Carolina’s largest newspaper, The State, while deploring the 
lynching, stated in an editorial immediately following the crime that “had 
the Negro . . . met his fate above the Mason-Dixon line, the tragedy 
probably would have been referred to simply as a murder.” According 
to the newspaper, state officials moved swiftly and effectively to appre- 
hend the perpetrators and needed no federal interference.’ The news- 
paper strongly criticized the men who had taken the law into their own 
hands. “But,” the Sza¢e admonished, “it reminds those who would commit 
crime that had not Willie Earle, himself, violated the laws of humanity 
and of the State of South Carolina he would not have met such a hor- 
rible fate. If the Negro had not murdered a Greenville taxi driver, he and 
his victim would both be alive today, and more than 30 white men in 
Greenville county would not have the horror of this lynching hanging 
over them.” '*? Many white South Carolinians presumed Earle’s guilt; the 
lynching was unfortunate and also unnecessary because he would have 
been executed.’ 

The pccr took an immediate interest in the Earle case and worked 
closely with the NAacp to keep the White House apprised of the situa- 
tion.’ As one of the president’s assistants stated at the time, the com- 
mittee was “taking [Truman] off the hot seat” by their prompt attention 
to the Greenville lynching.'°° Walter White wrote to Robert Carr that 
the Earle lynching made it all the more imperative that the committee 
present its report to Congress as soon as possible.'®” Robert L. Carter 
of the NAacp believed that Greenville, South Carolina, could serve as a 
laboratory for the committee. The committee, Carter argued, “should go 
en masse to [Greenville]” in order to gauge community sentiment toward 
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such atrocities and “from such a testimony make some determination as 
to causes and reasons for this type of violence.” '** While the pccr did 
not travel to Greenville, it kept close tabs on the trial’s progress, and the 
Earle lynching came up frequently in the expert testimony given before 
the committee.’®’ 

The lynching trial opened May 13, 1947. More than four hundred 
curious spectators, both black and white, crowded into the dingy and 
sweltering Greenville County courthouse and spilled onto the sidewalk 
outside, all eager to witness the largest lynching trial in U.S. history. Cer- 
tainly the biggest news to hit Greenville in years, the case was major news 
in South Carolina and was covered by several national newspapers and 
magazines.'”° 

Presiding over the trial was thirty-seven-year-old jurist J. Robert Mar- 
tin, who by all accounts did an admirable job of keeping the trial focused 
on the accused lynchers. Judge Martin warned defense counsel that he 
would not allow “racial issues” to be introduced into arguments for ac- 
quittal. Earle’s guilt or innocence, the judge ruled, was immaterial to this 
case. He would not permit the defense counsel to propose that Earle had 
confessed to the mob, shortly before he himself was killed, that he had 
murdered taxi driver Brown.’” 

The key prosecution evidence, admitted over objections by the de- 
fense, was the confessions of the defendants to police at the time of arrest. 
Statement after statement detailed how the men had taken Earle from 
the jail and driven him out into the country, where they beat, stabbed, 
pistol-whipped, and finally shot him. While twenty-six of the men ad- 
mitted they were present, each testified only that he “heard” Earle being 
beaten or had “heard” the sound of tearing flesh as someone else stabbed 
Earle.’ Judge Martin later ruled that incriminating statements allegedly 
made by twenty-six of the defendants at the time of their arrest were to 
be admitted in evidence only against the persons making them. He ac- 
quitted three of the defendants on all counts, and seven defendants were 
acquitted on charges of murder and of being accessories after the fact. By 
the time the defense rested on May 19, twenty-one men still stood accused 
on all four counts.’” 

The lynching and subsequent trial illustrated the potential for violence 
and exposed the raw edges of postwar southern society. In particular, 
they revealed the lengths to which southern whites would go to maintain 
the color line that stood in danger of being erased. As taxicab drivers, 
these defendants were similar in station to the lower-middle-class whites 


DRAWING THE COLOR LINE * 61 


studied by anthropologists in Natchez in the 1930s. The researchers con- 
cluded that white individuals placed in a subordinate position of serving 
black customers “achieve their superordination through direct force.” '”* 
Furthermore, during the early postwar years of 1946 and 1947, the taxicab 
industry as a whole went into a slump, so even if a cabbie wanted to avoid 
black patrons, it was not economically feasible to do so.'” The instability 
inherent in this type of employment, compounded by the fact that many 
of these cab drivers were veterans returning to a tight labor market and 
a tense racial atmosphere, heightened their propensity to wield force to 
maintain the color line. 

Just as the political arena reflected southern whites’ attempts to safe- 
guard their economic position while resisting racial change, so too did 
the Earle trial become a venue at which whites sought economic secu- 
tity at the expense of blacks. One of the defense attorneys was John Bolt 
Culbertson, one of the few prominent whites in Greenville who proudly 
proclaimed his liberal credentials. A reporter for the New Yorker maga- 
zine recognized Culbertson as “one of the very few white men in these 
parts who shake hands with negroes and give them the prefix of Mr. or 
Mrs. or Miss.” Culbertson addressed black veterans’ groups and sup- 
ported the Naacp.'”° An article in the New Republic barely two months 
prior to the trial (but unrelated to it) reported that some locals considered 
Culbertson’s stance on the race question “mildly mad,” while others ex- 
pressed their opinion of his civil rights activities by burning crosses near 
his home. It would seem that his relatively liberal views on race would 
make it unlikely that he would take the case. However, Culbertson also 
had ties to organized labor. He was a vocal supporter of the c1o’s activi- 
ties in South, and he had represented several workers in compensation 
claims cases before the state. In the months between the lynching and the 
trial, Culbertson was approached by cro organizer Jess Mitchell, himself 
a victim of cross burnings for his union organizing activities.'’’ Two of 
Mitchell’s sons-in-law were among the accused cab drivers.'’* Mitchell 
hoped that the presence of Culbertson —a man known around town as an 
advocate for both black civil rights and workers’ rights— could convince 
the jury and others that this crime went beyond mere racial vigilantism 
to white workers’ economic secutity. 

During the course of the trial, the defense called no witnesses and pre- 
sented no evidence to the jury, which consisted of eight textile workers, 
two salesmen, a shipping clerk, and a farmer. Defense counsel instead 
played to the xenophobic tendencies of the jury during closing argu- 
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ments.'”” Culbertson spent as much time criticizing FBI interference in 
the case as he did providing a defense for the accused. He also implied 
that the national press covered the trial for the sole purpose of humili- 
ating the South. Ignoring the judge’s earlier warning about appealing to 
racial passions, Culbertson stated, “Willie Earle is dead, and I wish more 
like him was dead.” He was severely rebuked by the judge for this preju- 
dicial statement. The mere presence of Culbertson shifted the focus of 
the case from a racial lynching to a collective action by white workers. 
He appealed to a jury of white workers who could probably agree that 
cab drivers could expect a preponderance of safety on the job. Culbert- 
son compared Willie Earle to a rabid animal, a menace to community 
safety. “There’s a law against shooting a dog,” Culbertson argued, “but 
if a mad dog were loose in my community, I would shoot the dog and let 
them prosecute me.” '*° In his closing arguments, defense counsel Tom 
Wofford criticized “Northern interference” in the case and saddled the 
northern press with responsibility “for all our trouble in the South.” Wof- 
ford accused the Fi of having “meddlet’s itch,” for which there was no 
cure “except a verdict by jury of this kind to acquit these boys and show 
them it’s no use meddling in Greenville County.” He also claimed the trial 
had political importance and that the Truman administration hoped “to 
get votes in the North . . . by prosecuting the lynching case.” "*! 

The trial closed on May 21. After deliberating fora little over five hours, 
the jury acquitted the defendants of all charges. Judge Martin received 
the verdict without comment, after which he instructed the jurors where 
to get their s8-a-day pay and abruptly dismissed them without thanks."** 

The pccr and the president were deluged with letters protesting the 
verdict. Many demanded that the committee recommend the adoption 
of federal antilynching legislation. “This verdict broadcasts to the world 
that state action cannot be depended on to punish the crime of lynch- 
ing,” a Vancouver man wrote. “The state has had its opportunity and 
failed.” Others declared South Carolina a “national disgrace.” "** Walter 
Reuther, president of the United Auto Workers—c1o, wrote to Truman 
demanding federal action to prevent another “legal farce” as happened 
in Greenville. “We are convinced,” he wrote, “that nothing less than a 
federal anti-lynching law will serve to uphold justice and decency in cases 
of this kind.” Reuther also reminded the president of the foreign policy 
implications of continued federal inaction. “So long as lynch mobs are 
permitted to murder American citizens and go unpunished, these peoples 
of other nations will look with skepticism on our claim that we are the 
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most Democratic nation in the world.” Another woman, distraught over 
the “tragic miscarriage of justice recently in South Carolina,” wrote to 
pccR chairman Wilson and reminded him that antilynching legislation 
“would be an expression of a national conscience and would have some 
influence toward checking such outbursts of mob violence.” '** Unfold- 
ing before their eyes, the Earle litigation served as a test case for the 
PCCR as it sought to find ways to use existing federal power to secure civil 
rights.'*° The jury’s failure to convict pointed out the weakness of the cur- 
rent U.S. code, which focused on the responsibility of law enforcement 
officials and other public figures. At least one committee member, Chan- 
ning Tobias of the Phelps-Stokes Fund, felt the pccr should have reacted 
more forcefully with regard to the Greenville lynching in order to assure 
interested individuals and organizations that the committee was on the 
ball."®° 

The verdict had a different meaning for southern whites. Many South 
Carolinians recoiled from the criticism heaped on their state in the wake 
of the trial. They believed that justice had been served. Many, in fact, be- 
lieved that the trial itself represented “progress.” Walter Brown, Spartan- 
burg businessman and advisor to Governor Thurmond, bristled at the 
criticism of his state and argued that federal legislation would not have 
made any difference in the trial’s outcome. “I think it is grossly unfair, 
unjust and down-right outrageous for these jurymen to be held up as in- 
tolerant bigots, ignoramuses and of low mentality because they acquitted 
the defendants,” Brown wrote. Brown’s feelings about the lynching were 
tempered by his belief in Earle’s guilt. “Like many other southerners, I 
was extremely disappointed in the outcome of the Greenville trial, but 
after all, this negro had killed a white man, and certainly if brought to 
trial would have been electrocuted.” '*” 

Shortly after the verdict was delivered, President Truman made his first 
public declaration of support for civil rights in an address to the annual 
conference of the NAAcP in Washington, D.C., in June 1947. One of the 
president’s assistants recommended that he devote only about a minute 
at the conclusion of the speech to a discussion of civil rights. Truman 
disregarded this advice. In a speech drafted in part by Robert Cart of the 
PCCR, Truman made evident his commitment to a vigorous pursuit of 
protection of civil rights. His tone was urgent. “We cannot wait another 
decade or another generation to remedy these evils.” Probably in refer- 
ence to the recent verdict, Truman asserted that the federal government 
must assume a stronger role in the defense of civil rights. “We cannot, 
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any longer, await the growth of a will to action in the slowest state or 
the most backward community. Our national government must show the 
way.” 188 

The pccr presented its report, 7o Secure These Rights, to President Tru- 
man on October 29, 1947. The committee related that it had “surveyed the 
flaws in the nation’s record and . . . found them serious.” The report docu- 
mented examples of violations of civil rights and urged the federal gov- 
ernment to assume greater leadership in the protection of those rights. In 
an effort to deflect criticism that this was in any way a revolutionary docu- 
ment, the committee claimed that it believed “that the civil rights of the 
American people can be strengthened quickly and effectively by the nor- 
mal processes of constitutional government.” '* The last section of the 
report enumerated the committee’s recommendations, which included 
the enactment of antilynching, anti—poll tax, and fair employment prac- 
tice legislation; legislation prohibiting discrimination or segregation in 
interstate transportation; and desegregation of the armed forces.'°° Upon 
accepting the report, Truman noted that the document's title had been 
taken from the Declaration of Independence. “I hope this Committee 
has given us as broad a document as that— an American charter of human 
freedom in our time. The need for such a charter was never greater than 
at this moment.” ”' Truman wrote to committee member Dorothy Tilly 
and confessed that he was “confident that it [the report] will take its place 
among the great papers on Freedom.” '”* 

Southern lawmakers immediately attacked the report. Congressman 
L. Mendel Rivers of South Carolina called the report “a brazen and 
monumental insult to the Democratic South and the southern way of 
life for both white and colored.” James P. Richards, state representative 
from Lancaster, South Carolina, announced that he was “opposed to the 
trace intermingling recommendations of President Truman’s civil liber- 
ties committee.” °° Civil rights activists across the country praised the 
committee’s report as progressive and long overdue. Author and activ- 
ist Lillian Smith congratulated Dorothy Tilly on the report, which she 
found “eloquent and profoundly moving.” '’* One committee member, 
however, later wondered “whether the Report was not ahead of its time 
so far as the realities of the civil rights problems go.” '” 

Black southerners, although pleased with the committee’s efforts, were 
more circumspect. Percy Greene, editor of the Jackson Advocate, accurately 
reasoned that such reports were essentially valueless except for the dignity 
lent to the pccr by the president’s association. “We are in full possession 
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of the facts,” Greene wrote. “What we want to know is where, and when, 
do we go from here.” "°° 

Although he was speaking for Mississippi’s black community, Greene’s 
speculations about the future could have been uttered by many different 
southerners — black and white, liberal and conservative. As 1947 drew to 
a close, the region and the country looked ahead to the presidential elec- 
tion of 1948—the first presidential election since the end of the war, and 
the first such election in sixteen years in which Franklin D. Roosevelt 
would not be the Democratic Party candidate. Among his strongest sup- 
porters in 1944, white southerners had since lost some of their faith in 
Harry Truman. Their continued reflexive support of the national Demo- 
cratic Party would very much depend on the president’s actions in the 
wake of the pccr’s report. 

Uncertainty with regard to the direction of national policy in a way 
mirrored the regional political scene. The stresses and strains of war- 
time — in particular the increasing militance of black southerners —had 
complicated traditional divisions within southern politics as New Deal 
liberals and conservatives tentatively staked out their positions in the 
territory of racial politics. At the same time, the war ushered in a new 
cadre of moderate reformers such as Sidney McMath and Strom Thur- 
mond, whose racial politics appeared to auger something new. Just as 
white southerners began to question their willingness to trust the presi- 
dent to lead them into the postwar era, so no one could predict with any 
degree of certainty to whom the future political direction of the South 


belonged. 
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OUT OF THE BAG? 
The Search for Southern Unity 


Slap us down again Pres., slap us down again 
Make us take some more, Pres., we are mice, not men 
MISSISSIPPI STATES’ RIGHTS SONG 


ca. 1948 


Despite the promises embodied in the pccr’s report, Truman remained 
tight-lipped regarding his future actions on civil rights. When questioned 
whether the committee’s recommendations would find their way into his 
1948 State of the Union message, the plain-talking Missourian was un- 
characteristically vague. “It could be used as a foundation for part of the 
message,” he replied, “some of it maybe.”? 

In 1948 national political realities dictated that the Democratic Party 
tisk white southern sensibilities for the votes of urban blacks. Seemingly 
cast aside by the national party, southern political leaders cried foul and 
threatened revenge. But the caterwauling over this latest and most serious 
mistreatment at the hands of the president and the national party soon 
gave way to head scratching and stalling as southern state and congtes- 
sional leaders attempted to determine the best method by which to re- 
claim power within the national party. Southern conservatives soon dis- 
covered a political South that was less than unified. For many Black Belt 
leaders, Truman’s appeal to African American voters was simply the final 
straw in a long string of federal abuses heaped upon a beleaguered South 
that seemed in danger of erasing the color line. Aroused, they began engi- 
neering a strategy to deny Truman the Democratic Party’s presidential 
nomination. Throughout the first quarter of 1948, the Black Belt coali- 
tions within the individual Deep South states struggled for control of 


their respective parties and tentatively aligned themselves for some as yet 
unstated independent action. It was a risky venture; to bolt party ranks 
was to tisk political suicide in the South. The process was also highly de- 
centralized. Success in wooing party leaders and the rank and file away 
from the national Democratic Party depended on a number of factors 
and was largely determined according to the individual political cultures 
and fault lines of the separate southern states. In a sense, engineering the 
bolt from the national party was not one but eleven discrete strategies. 

Amidst their political maneuvering, southern conservatives struggled 
to explain themselves to themselves and to white voters. In the process 
they crafted a political message that drew on familial and sexual meta- 
phors to convey the magnitude of the political transformation taking 
place at the national level. These states’ rights conservatives spoke not 
of shifting coalitions and changing power relationships but, rather, of 
bastardy, illicit liaisons, jilted lovers, and broken marriages to express 
their distress over their declining fortunes within the national Democratic 
Party and their fears regarding the potential demise of white supremacy. 
Their intimate rendering of political power bears testimony to the depth 
of their antipathy toward the president, the national party, and impend- 
ing social change, an antagonism they would never fully resolve. 


In a memorandum outlining the Democratic Party’s formula for victory 
in 1948, presidential strategist Clark Clifford and Washington attorney 
James A. Rowe Jr. predicted that the election would be a three-way race 
between Republican candidate Thomas Dewey, governor of New York, 
and former secretary of agriculture Henry Wallace, who would mount a 
third-party effort. Party strategy was made all the more difficult by the 
Democrats’ huge tent, under whose capacious flaps congregated “an un- 
happy alliance of Southern conservatives, Western Progressives and Big 
City labor”; the Democrats had to maintain the support of all three if they 
hoped to win in November. Despite this imperative, Clifford and Rowe 
advocated calculated risks predicated on traditional southern voting be- 
havior. “It is inconceivable,” they reasoned, “that any policy initiated by 
the Truman administration no matter how ‘liberal’ could so alienate the 
South in the next year that it would revolt. As always, the South can be 
considered safely Democratic. And in formulating national policy, it can 
be safely ignored.” With a Republican Congress and the unlikelihood of 
the president getting anything through it in an election year, he did not 
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have to “get along” with the South. Black voters, on the other hand, were 
more unpredictable and crucial. The Democratic Party had to make a 
valid commitment to civil rights or risk losing black support. Clifford and 
Rowe acknowledged that any efforts made to win black votes risked up- 
setting white southern Democrats, but, they reasoned, “that is the lesser 
of two evils.”” 

In December 1947 Henry Wallace declared himself the presidential 
candidate of the newly formed Progressive Party. He reaffirmed his 
strong position on civil rights by announcing a seventy-four-point pro- 
gram that included demands for anti—poll tax and antilynching legis- 
lation and a renewed FEpc.* Wallace threatened to lop off the party’s 
left wing; to stay in the race, Truman would have to appeal to labor 
and minority voters. Truman’s advisors agreed that African Americans 
might hold the balance of power in key northern cities and that there 
were enough black voters in fifteen northern states to swing 277 elec- 
toral votes.* In order to win those states, Truman would need to make a 
renewed and stronger commitment to civil rights. 

During his State of the Union address in the first week of January 1948, 
Truman announced that he would deliver a special address before Con- 
gress on civil rights.” He assigned the task of crafting that message to 
Clifford; George Elsey, Clifford’s assistant; and Robert Carr, executive 
secretary of the pccr. The trio sought to devise a speech that occupied a 
middle ground between a wholehearted endorsement of the entire civil 
tights report and a disregard of the committee’s findings.° Despite their 
essential agreement, the group haggled over what constituted “a middle 
ground.” ’ Clifford and the others knew that even the most benign speech 
would “cause a terrific explosion in Congress, perhaps one of the big- 
gest in our times.” * But the fuse for this bomb had already been lit. Even 
before the president submitted his special message to Congress on civil 
tights, Mississippi’s political leaders were already striking the match. 


The racial passions of Mississippi’s politicians always simmered just be- 
low the boiling point. Even before the president’s State of the Union 
address, Walter Sillers, Speaker of the Mississippi House of Represen- 
tatives and Delta planter, announced that if the president continued to 
endorse recommendations similar to those in the pccr report, he person- 
ally would engineer the state’s bolt from the national party.’ Mississippi’s 
U.S. Senator James Eastland, a planter from Sunflower County who, since 
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his election in 1942, had proven the equal of the late Theodore Bilbo 
and Congressman John Rankin on the demagogue scale, further warned 
national party chieftains that southern Democrats would not support a 
presidential candidate bent on “destroy[ing]| our social institutions.” The 
South, he hissed, would fight all attempts by the North to “sacrifice them 
on the cross of political expediency.” ° 

Mississippi's unassuming governor-elect, Fielding Wright, finally 
threw down the gauntlet on January 20, 1948. In an impassioned inaugural 
speech that ignited political sparks on that brisk winter morning, Wright 
threatened that Mississippi would possibly bolt the ticket of Truman or 
any other Democrat in 1948. Truman’s civil rights agenda was political 
harassment “deliberately aimed” at the South, and he warned the national 
party not to take Dixie for granted. Wright regretted that Mississippi or 
the South should break with the Democratic Party in a national election, 
“but vital principles and eternal truths transcend party lines, and the day 
is now at hand when determined action must be taken.” '’ Mississippi’s 
political leaders responded zealously to Wright’s call to arms.’? Claiming 
he was not yet sufficiently informed to comment, only freshman senator 
John Stennis did not openly endorse Wright’s plan. Roundly chastised by 
the Jackson Daily News, Stennis soon climbed onboard.” 

Mississippi's leadership in the states’ rights revolt surprised few. Even 
by southern standards, political scientist V. O. Key once remarked, Mis- 
sissippi was in a class by itself.'* The most rural southern state, Mississippi 
boasted only twelve towns whose population in 1940 exceeded 10,000; 
the largest of these, Jackson, the capital, had only 62,000 people. By the 
early 1940s Mississippi had the highest proportion of blacks in the coun- 
try: 49.2 percent. Furthermore, in no area of the state did blacks make 
up fewer than 30 percent of the population.” Whites had imposed racial 
segregation in Mississippi during Reconstruction. Almost at the moment 
of emancipation, white Mississippians had so completely defined blacks’ 
“place” in what they considered a “white man’s country” that little addi- 
tional legislation was required.'* Formal political disfranchisement came 
with the passage of the 1890 state constitution, although extralegal mea- 
sures more than actual laws prevented most black Mississippians from 
going to the polls."” 

The key political issue in Mississippi with regard to national politics 
had always been race. Internally, other matters rose to the surface. An 
economic and political divide separated the flourishing Delta planter 
and the distressed white tenant farmer of the hills.’* Although the 1902 
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primary law made it extremely difficult for a Deltan to win the gover- 
nor’s mansion, the 1890 constitution left legislative malapportionment 
in place, thus granting predominant influence in the state legislature to 
the white minority /black majority Delta counties. Delta solons consis- 
tently pursued fiscally conservative agendas that included regressive taxa- 
tion and measures designed to promote corporate investment while op- 
posing efforts to improve public services —including schools— for poor 
whites.”” 

Although the hill versus Delta conflict often resulted in lively politi- 
cal contests, a successful class politics could not overcome the politics of 
race.” Former governor and U.S. senator James K. Vardaman, although 
originally from the Delta, personified the neo-Populist animosity of the 
hills toward the Delta that capitalized on the racism of lower-class whites. 
Although whites in both the hill and the Delta agreed on the necessity of 
white supremacy, they differed significantly in terms of how to maintain 
it. Flamboyant in speech and demeanor, known as much for his florid 
demagoguery as for his long dark hair and billowing coattails, Vardaman 
campaigned for the poor white vote mounted on a lumber wagon drawn 
by oxen and won the devotion of this element by both his reactionary 
tace doctrine and his progressive program of economic and social re- 
form.”' Vardaman’s most infamous progeny was Theodore Bilbo, son of 
the rough and rural piney woods of southern Mississippi. Few in Missis- 
sippi then and since remained neutral on Bilbo. Deltan William Alexan- 
der Percy labeled him “a pert little monster . . . with that sort of cunning 
common to criminals that passes for intelligence.” And, Percy acknowl- 
edged, “the people loved him.” Bilbo assumed leadership of the Missis- 
sippi progressive faction after Vardaman was defeated in his bid for the 
U.S. Senate in 1922. For the next twenty years, until his death in 1946, the 
resilient Bilbo remained a lightning rod on Mississippi's political land- 
scape as the spokesperson for the downtrodden whites. As governor he 
supported public education and compulsory school attendance, an equi- 
table tax structure, prohibition, and railroad and corporate regulation, 
inciting what his biographer termed “the brogan and overall crowd” with 
his denunciations of men of wealth and privilege. More than Vardaman, 
Bilbo heightened Mississippi’s class politics.” 

Although poor whites and wealthy Deltans could agree on the impor- 
tance of maintaining white supremacy, for the first few decades of the 
twentieth century, Delta politicians, according to one historian, “took 
a more businesslike approach to the race issue.”** Dependent on black 
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labor and fearful of labor shortages, Delta whites sought to protect their 
workers from the most violent manifestations of hill county racism that 
threatened to drive off black workers.”* Increasingly though, by mid- 
century Black Belt whites realized that the greatest threat to racial sta- 
bility in regions like the Delta were posed not by poor hill county whites 
but by the federal government. When the Delta leaders became increas- 
ingly obsessed with race in the postwar era, one former Bilbo supporter 
remarked, “They got no right to use race; that belongs to our side of the 
fence.” ° 

In 1948 the Delta interests remained in firm control of the state legis- 
lature. Presiding over the house of representatives was red-haired Wal- 
ter Sillers Jr. from Bolivar County. Sillers had served in the Mississippi 
House of Representatives since 1916 and had occupied the Speaker’s posi- 
tion since 1944. The Sillers name was a familiar one in Mississippi poli- 
tics, and the Speaker personified the Delta perspective. The grandson of 
slaveholders, Sillers’s father, Walter Sr., had owned and operated several 
cotton plantations, which he dutifully passed to his son, and he was one 
of the founders of the Staple Cotton Association. The senior Sillers was 
also involved in state politics. He boasted of his role in banishing Repub- 
lican rule from Bolivar County, served one term in the state legislature 
in 1886, and helped organize the first Democratic Party faction in the 
county. He later served as a political advisor to gentleman planter and 
fellow Deltan Leroy Percy in his race against Vardaman for the U.S. Sen- 
ate in 1911. Walter Jr. became one of the first directors of the powerful 
Delta Council, which he helped found in 1935, and he served continu- 
ously, either as director, committee chair, or officer, until his death.”° Re- 
called by one political associate as “a polished gentlemen” who was also 
impatient and arrogant, Sillers ruled the Mississippi house with an iron 
grip and represented the reactionary Black Belt plantation forces in Mis- 
sissippi politics for several decades until his death in 1966. Years later, 
legislators who served with him recalled him with a measure of awe and 
fear. Few spoke of him with anything resembling warmth.” 

The New Deal years were anxious ones for Sillers, who came to em- 
body the fears of the Black Belt elite. He railed especially against wages 
and hours legislation and the Wagner Act, which he believed offered pro- 
tection to Communists and radicals. He worried about the migration of 
black labor from Delta plantations during the war years, and as president 
of the powerful Delta Council, Sillers sent the organization’s secretary 
Dorothy Black undercover to infiltrate meetings of the Southern Tenant 
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Walter Sillers Jr, Mississippi Speaker of the House and prominent Dixiecrat. 
Photograph courtesy of Delta State University Library, Cleveland, Mississippi. 


Farmers Union.” The creation of the FEPc, which in Sillers’s mind not 
only usurped the rights of employers but also threatened to drain even 
more labor from the countryside, only confirmed his worst fears about 
Communists in the federal government. Indeed, Sillers (ironically nick- 
named “Red”) saw Communists behind every cotton boll; he once asked 
a friend at the University of Mississippi to investigate possible Commu- 


THE SEARCH FOR SOUTHERN UNITY * 73 


nist ties among students conducting a lunchroom protest. In 1948 Delta 
interests also controlled the governorship. Fielding Wright, from the tiny 
Delta hamlet of Rolling Fork, assumed the office after Thomas Bailey, 
who drew his support primarily from the hill region, died in office in 
1946. Lieutenant Governor Wright easily won a full term as governor in 
the Democratic primary held in 1947. 

No one, probably not even Wright himself, would have chosen the be- 
spectacled Mississippi governor to lead the states’ rights charge. Nothing 
in Wright’s background indicated that he was temperamentally suited for 
such a position, and indeed he was not. Wright’s disdain for the cam- 
paign trail made him a poor choice to galvanize a movement hoping to 
stir political passions and regional indignation. Wright, one former col- 
league recalled, “wasn’t what you'd call a popular man. He wasn’t a back- 
slapper.” Judge L. B. Porter, who served in both the house and the senate 
during the 1940s, observed that Wright “was not an affable fellow. . . . 
He was very stern even in social discussions.” ” 

What was perhaps not Wright’s by temperament, however, was his by 
birthright. Born into privilege in 1895 in Rolling Fork, Wright was the 
grandson of a wealthy planter and a distant relative of George Washing- 
ton. Wright learned the finer elements of racial control from his father, 
who alternately oversaw the family plantations and served as the Sharkey 
County sheriff. Although his father held public office, young Fielding 
showed no interest in public service. In fact, he expressed disdain for 
the profession and once stated that he would never go into politics. His 
interests lay on the baseball diamond. Fielding left home at age sixteen 
to attend the Webb School in Bellbuckle, Tennessee, and later entered the 
University of Alabama, where he graduated with a degree in law in 1915. 
Back home, he passed the bar and entered practice with his uncle. Like so 
many young men of his generation, Wright cut short his career to serve 
in World War I. When he returned, he focused not on the rough-and- 
tumble of the local political scene but on the pastoral logic of the baseball 
diamond, playing for several semiprofessional teams in the Delta while 
also resuming his law practice. His taste for politics developed over time, 
and he was elected to the state senate in 1928 and, later, to the Mississippi 
House of Representatives. As a state legislator Wright quickly attached 
himself to the powerful Delta leaders already in office and counted him- 
self among Bilbo’s adversaries. He advocated fiscal responsibility, op- 
posed Bilbo’s proposal to construct a state printing plant for the public 
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printing of school textbooks, and worked to pass a sales tax in the 1930s to 
help alleviate the state’s sro million budget deficit left over from the Bilbo 
administration. Wright took a hiatus from politics in 1938 and accepted 
a position as senior partner in a Vicksburg law firm, where he amassed a 
considerable fortune representing oil companies. He returned to politics 
and was elected lieutenant governor in 1943. When Governor Thomas 
Bailey died in 1946, Wright ascended to the governorship, delivered his 
defiant speech on that frosty January morning in 1948, and waited for the 
other shoe to drop.” 

With his party already beginning to splinter, Truman plunged head- 
long into the fray. On February 2 the president delivered to Congress 
a speech devoted entirely to civil rights, the first of its kind in Ameri- 
can history. In an effort to close the gap between America’s democratic 
ideals and reality, as well as bolster the country’s international reputa- 
tion and aid in the Cold War, Truman recommended a ten-point pro- 
gram that included establishing a permanent commission on civil rights, 
a joint congressional committee on civil rights, and a civil rights division 
in the Department of Justice; providing federal protection for voting and 
against lynching; establishing an FEPc to prevent unfair discrimination 
in employment; and prohibiting discrimination in interstate transporta- 
tion facilities. “We know the way,” Truman stated. “We need only the 
will.”* 

The white South responded shrilly and, this time, in unison.” Florida’s 
Senator Claude Pepper was the only southerner who spoke favorably of 
the president’s message. Reactions from southern governors varied in 
tone, although none supported the proposed legislation. Governor Mil- 
lard Caldwell of Florida supported Truman’s nomination regardless of 
his stand on civil rights, while Governor Ben Laney of Arkansas described 
the president’s program as distasteful, unthinkable, and ridiculous. Even 
populist governor James E. Folsom of Alabama assailed the president 
and offered to challenge him for the nomination.** South Carolina’s entire 
congressional delegation denounced the program, and Governor Strom 
Thurmond affirmed that his state was ready to fight. Hoping to generate 
momentum for the creation of a regional movement, Fielding Wright of 
Mississippi called fora statewide mass meeting of Mississippi Democrats 
on February 12, 1948, to rally support for the states’ rights cause and to 
lay the groundwork fora future regional meeting of “all true Jeffersonian 
Democrats.” ** 

Facing a potential political defection from the party ranks, Truman 
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was also deluged with mail from enraged white southerners. They accused 
the president of playing politics and of taking “a typically Northern, un- 
informed and narrow minded attitude toward things.” *° Like their elected 
officials, some expressed dismay and disbelief that Truman, a man from 
a border state, could promote the cause of civil rights. “Be a Souther- 
nor [sic]. You are one,” one man wrote. “Stick to your colors. You ate a 
white man. Be one.”*’ An irate woman from Corinth, Mississippi, ap- 
pealed to what she hoped was Truman’s sympathetic appreciation of the 
tegion’s race /sex taboo. “You wouldn’t want your [daughter] Margaret 
to make a cross country trip on a bus seated by a dirty, evil smelling, loud 
mouthed negro man, now would you?” she asked the president. “You 
wouldn’t want your Margaret to sleep in a Pullman section with a negro 
man above or below her, now would your” * Above all, these correspon- 
dents sounded desperate and afraid of impending change, a change that 
Truman’s program clearly threatened. One despondent South Carolina 
citizen wrote to former secretary of state and fellow South Carolinian 
James Byrnes that in the “small towns it’s fever hot. People are scared. 
One man told me that he was much mote afraid of Truman than of Rus- 
sia.”* Feeling alone and cornered, many white southerners were poised 
to strike. 

Truman's proposals even prompted a response from the revived Ku 
Klux Klan. The night after Truman’s address, 189 Klansmen met in 
Swainsboro, Georgia, to dedicate themselves to the protection of white 
womanhood. Unfortunately for the hooded order, attendance at the rally 
fell short of expectations. In an attempt to account for the low atten- 
dance, one Klan leader explained that “there would have been more 
Klansmen present but others were unable to obtain sheets.” *° 

Eben Ayers, Truman’s assistant press secretary, noted that in a staff 
meeting the day after the speech, the president appeared nonchalant and 
perhaps even secretly pleased with the white South’s reaction. The presi- 
dent, he noted, thought the southern blowup inevitable and long over- 
due, and that it might lead to a new political realignment of conserva- 
tives and liberals in the region.* In his diary Truman noted that he had 
expected white southerners to rail against his civil rights message. Never- 
theless, he wrote, “it needs to be said.” * 

Immensely unpopular with white southerners, Truman’s civil rights 
message was generally well received among African American leaders.” 
Walter White regarded Truman’s efforts on behalf of civil rights far more 
significant than anything Franklin Roosevelt had done. Although Roose- 
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velt opposed blatant racial injustices, such as lynching, White acknowl- 
edged, his unwillingness to ruffle the feathers of southern lawmakers 
precluded any action beyond private assurances of personal support for 
antilynching or anti—poll tax legislation. Truman, White believed, did not 
bow to political pressures. Instead, reasoned White, “in his quiet Mis- 
souti fashion Harry Truman has demonstrated that he is in earnest when 
he says that “we must correct the remaining imperfections in our prac- 
tice of Democracy.” ** White, of course, conveniently overlooked any 
political motives Truman might have had for introducing his civil rights 
proposals. On the local level, James Hinton, president of the South Caro- 
lina NAACP, congratulated the president for his civil rights stance and 
promised that black voters (what few could vote) would reward him at 
the ballot box.* 

Despite the fervor with which white southerners berated the civil 
tights message, by February 4 the New York Times was labeling the calls 
for a southern bolt “another Dixie flareup which would wind up with 
Dixie in line.” *° Indeed, the “terrific explosion” predicted by Clifford 
seemed more like a “sitzkrieg” as southern lawmakers hunkered down 
and struggled to cobble together a unified plan of action. Dixie Demo- 
ctats’ first opportunity to forge a regional consensus came during the 
first week of February at the Southern Governors’ Conference in Wakulla 
Springs, Florida, just outside Tallahassee. The meeting originally was 
called to discuss plans for establishing regional southern graduate pro- 
grams for African Americans, but the question of how most effectively to 
counter Truman’s civil rights program dominated the discussions. Weak- 
ened by a 101° fever, an ailing Fielding Wright hobbled into Tallahassee 
determined to do battle. Having earlier issued the call for a southern re- 
volt, the Mississippi leader advocated a hard line. Wright recommended 
that a “Southern Conference for ¢rve Democrats” meet at Jackson, Mis- 
sissippi, on March 1 to draw up a plan of action.*” 

Wright’s plan fell on deaf ears. The governors were united in their 
opposition to Truman’s civil rights recommendations, yet most refused 
to support secession from the party. The atmosphere was tense as the 
governors haggled over various proposals and resolutions. James Fol- 
som of Alabama suggested they hash out the dispute on the floor at the 
Democratic National Convention in July. Neither Wright’s nor Folsom’s 
proposal received a seconding motion. Into this yawning gap of guber- 
natorial indecision stepped Strom Thurmond with a plan calling for the 
creation of a committee that would seek a compromise from the presi- 
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dent on the civil rights problem during a forty-day “cooling off” period. 
Thurmond’s motion possessed the appearance of action yet did not com- 
mit the governors to anything potentially politically damaging. It passed 
unanimously. The governors reasoned that if the president had catered 
to the liberals to keep them from following Henry Wallace, he would 
yield to the South under a similar threat. Although the motion passed 
without dissent, not everyone was pleased. One of Thurmond’s advisors 
recalled that Fielding Wright “became peeved” when Thurmond made 
his proposal and refused to serve on Thurmond’s committee.” 

Thurmond tried to present himself as both reasonable and defiant. His 
solution was comparatively moderate, and he urged white southerners 
to “approach the situation . . . with dignity, self-respect and restraint”; 
nevertheless, his tone was strident. The proposed “anti-American” civil 
tights measures, he declared, “would jeopardize the peace and good order 
which prevails” in the South. He warned the administration not to under- 
estimate southern resolve and hinted that the South might flex its collec- 
tive political muscle in the electoral college.*' Although the governors’ 
ultimate goal was to defuse a potentially divisive situation, Thurmond 
assured white southerners that they were not patsies and would demand 
concessions from the national party.*? State Naacp leader James Hin- 
ton criticized Thurmond’s resolution as ““a keen disappointment to the 
negroes of South Carolina.’” Up to that point, Hinton claimed, blacks 
felt that in Thurmond, “they had a Chief Executive, free from White Su- 
premacy attitudes and expressions, and one who would hasten the day, 
when Negroes in South Carolina would enjoy “EQUALITY OF OPPORTU- 
nity.” Hinton warned that governors opposing Truman “will live to RE- 
GRET THE STAND TAKEN.” ** South Carolina’s tiny but active liberal com- 
munity had come to expect better from its governor. 

Any effective bargaining power Thurmond’s committee might have 
had was compromised almost immediately. Not all southern governors 
appreciated the South Carolinian’s belligerent tone. The governors of 
Georgia, Florida, Maryland, and Tennessee made clear they were deter- 
mined to head off any southern revolt over civil rights issues.°* Truman 
snuffed out any hope of reconciliation or compromise when, shortly after 
the governors’ conference, he announced he would neither compromise 
any point of his civil rights plan nor discuss the issue with any southern 
group.” Snubbed by the president, Thurmond’s subcommittee, which in- 
cluded Preston Lane of Maryland, R. Gregg Cherry of North Carolina, 
Ben Laney of Arkansas, and Beauford Jester of Texas, had to settle for a 
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conference with the chairman of the pNc, Senator J. Howard McGrath 
of Rhode Island. 

In the forty-day interim between the Southern Governors’ Confer- 
ence and the meeting with the national leadership, Thurmond sounded 
out southern congressmen and senators on the civil rights issue.*° The 
tesponses were mixed. All respondents opposed the civil rights propos- 
als, yet they disagreed on how to combat them. Only Senator Richard B. 
Russell of Georgia and Louisiana’s two senators urged the governors to 
act independently. “Sick at heart” over Truman’s “unwarranted attack,” 
Russell reminded Thurmond that governors controlled the state party 
machinery and were free to instruct their electors in any way they so chose 
without sacrificing their party membership at the state and local levels. 
Russell reasoned that “if only 3 or 4 of the States did this the voice of 
the South would again be respected in Democratic councils.” Senators 
John H. Overton and Allen J. Ellender of Louisiana joined Russell in 
advocating strong punitive action. However, the Louisiana senators cau- 
tioned, they would have to move quickly. Time was running short.*” No 
senators from the Upper South commented any further than to say they 
opposed Truman’s plan. Among southern congressmen, a wide range of 
opinion surfaced. Many felt a joint gubernatorial/congressional effort 
would produce the best results, and more respondents favored working 
out the problem within the familiar confines of the Democratic Party. 
Most praised the governors’ moderate proposal but would not commit 
themselves to a definite plan. Again, as with the senatorial responses, 
the congressmen from Upper South states— Arkansas, Kentucky, Mary- 
land, North Carolina, and Tennessee, as well as Florida—either did not 
respond to Thurmond’s query or sent cautious teplies.”* 

Despite the cooling-off period, Dixie Democrats did not forgo oppor- 
tunities to retaliate against the president. The governors’ self-imposed 
hiatus coincided with the Democratic Party’s annual fund-raising event, 
the Jefferson-Jackson Day dinners. Held in Washington, D.C., and 
around the country, the dinners provided the national party with a crucial 
source of funds. Southern leaders took advantage of this opportunity for 
revenge by withholding funds and publicly embarrassing the president. 
South Carolina Democrats held no Jefferson-Jackson Day festivities. In 
Arkansas, Governor Laney announced that the $10,000 proceeds from the 
dinner would remain under state control until further notice. Half of the 
guests at the Arkansas fund-raiser departed before the radio broadcast 
of Truman’s Jefferson-Jackson Day address. Democrats in Clark County, 
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Alabama, announced that they would return all mail from national party 
offices unopened.”’ The most widely publicized insult to the president was 
orchestrated by South Carolina Senator Olin Johnston. Anxious in the 
knowledge that African Americans would be attending the dinner, Johns- 
ton’s wife, Gladys, had asked pNc chairman McGrath for assurances that 
she would not be seated “next to a Negro.” When McGrath rebuffed her, 
Johnston and the entire South Carolina delegation boycotted the dinner. 
Because Gladys Johnston had helped plan the banquet, Johnston’s table 
was directly in front of President Truman’s podium. Johnston even hired 
a professional boxer to stand guard over the table to prevent anyone from 
sitting there. 

These antics, however, did not help the southerners’ case when they 
traveled to Washington to confer with pNc chairman McGrath on Feb- 
tuary 23. During the 1/-hour meeting, a testy Thurmond did most of the 
talking for the southern group. One pNc official present at the meeting 
observed that Governors Cherry and Laney appeared relaxed and jovial 
and conducted themselves in a reasonable fashion. Thurmond, he noted, 
“was different.” The South Carolina governor remained standing, “didn’t 
smile” and “did not join in the pleasantries.” Every governor present 
except Thurmond appeared willing to make concessions.** Thurmond’s 
will won out, for the governors offered no concessions. Furthermore, 
McGrath and the administration stood their ground and refused to com- 
promise the principles enunciated in the president’s civil rights message. 
As a sop, McGrath stated that he would support a platform and civil 
tights plank similar to the one the Democrats ran on in 1944.°° Stymied 
by McGrath and the Truman administration, Thurmond bitterly warned 
the national party leaders that the southern states were “no longer ‘in 
the bag.’”* The southern governors would reconvene to map out their 
strategy of resistance. 

Two weeks later, on March 8, Truman raised the political stakes for 
white southerners when he declared his candidacy for the Democratic 
Party nomination.® The president’s timing was crucial. “This should 
make many of the Southerners who are talking so loudly ‘put up or shut 
up, ” the president’s assistant press secretary noted.°° 

Unsuccessful in their attempt to reach a negotiated settlement with 
the administration, southern lawmakers returned to their states to draw 
up a plan of action. February’s developments had proven that regional 
unity would be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. As winter gave 
way to spring, and as white southerners reassessed the strength of their 
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traditional political attachments, the divisions that had first appeared 
at the Florida meeting hardened. Southern governors remained united 
only in their opposition to Truman’s proposals; beyond that, cohesion 
broke down over the appropriate response. Governors Wright, Thur- 
mond, William Tuck of Virginia, and Laney of Arkansas leaned toward 
some as yet undefined independent political action. Governors Folsom, 
Lane, Cherry, Thompson, and Caldwell were swayed by party loyalty. 
By the end of April, only conservatives in Mississippi, South Carolina, 
and Alabama (acting contrary to the governor) appeared determined to 
act. Motivated by the escalating politics of race, fearful of federal in- 
trusion, and bolstered by state parties dominated by antipopulist Black 
Belt/industrial coalitions, these Deep South leaders took the first tenta- 
tive steps toward subregional political independence. They did not orga- 
nize grassroots campaigns or attempt to build a groundswell of popular 
resentment clamoring for action. Such democratic measures and tactics 
were foreign to them. And indeed, such action would have contradicted 
their political philosophy that the state and national parties were capable 
of acting as separate entities, and that the state parties did not have to 
follow the dictates of the national party, even in a presidential election. 
Even though they worked through existing political machinery, these 
coalitions heightened political distinctions within their own states and 
underscored their increasingly conservative identity. By early May, Black 
Belt conservatives were holding their own states’ rights convention in 
Mississippi, where they made common cause with their brethren in the 
other Deep South states. 

William Tuck of Virginia was the first southern governor to act. Tuck 
asked the state legislature to pass a law that would allow the state con- 
vention to instruct Virginia’s electors to vote for an alternate candidate 
should the Democratic National Convention nominate a civil rights can- 
didate.°’ Initially supported by Senator Harry Byrd and the powerful 
Byrd machine, Tuck’s plan seemed destined to keep Truman’s name off 
the ballot in November. 

Although Virginia was the first out of the gate, Mississippi emerged as 
the states’ rights leader. Undaunted by his inability to effect a unified, defi- 
ant southern front at the Southern Governors’ meeting in early February, 
and unwilling to wait for the rest of the field to get up to speed following 
the “cooling-off” period, Fielding Wright determined that Mississippi 
would carry on the fight—alone if necessary—and he immediately set to 
work constructing a campaign. 
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Governor Wright kicked off the states’ rights movement with a mass 
meeting in Jackson on February 12, Abraham Lincoln’s birthday. The 
Clarion-Ledger teported that some 4,000 “white Mississippians, blood of 
the Confederacy and of true Jeffersonian democracy” from the state’s 
eighty-two counties overflowed onto two streets from Jackson’s city audi- 
torium.®* Rebel yells rang throughout the packed arena as Mississippi’s 
politicos excoriated President Truman, condemned the national Demo- 
cratic Party, damned the civil rights legislation, and authorized a regional 
meeting of “True White Jeffersonian Democrats” for May 10.” With a 
minimum of confusion, the Democratic Party of Mississippi was con- 
vetted into a vehicle for anti-Truman sentiment.” 

Support for the states’ rights zealots in Jackson was not unanimous. 
Voters in the traditional populist strongholds, young Democrats, and 
legislative hopefuls such as young Frank Smith, one of several veter- 
ans running in Mississippi’s Democratic primary, looked askance at the 
states’ rights takeover. Rumblings regarding the doings at Jackson reso- 
nated throughout the state. Editorials by state representative Philip E. 
Mullen in the Oxford Eagle early in the campaign expressed mixed feel- 
ings over the wisdom of Wright’s threat and questioned the ability of the 
South to assert itself as an independent political entity. “The whole South 
could walk out and Truman would still get the nomination. However, we 
doubt any other Southern state following the course if Mississippi should 
be foolish enough to make such a futile gesture.” Such a move ultimately 
would only aid the Republican Party.’”’ Frank Smith later acknowledged 
that while he and other moderates disagreed with the states’ rights revolt, 
they were a distinct minority. Smith soon made up his mind that he could 
do more good within the system than outside it and so said nothing.” 
In Mississippi the spectrum of opinion had narrowed to the point where 
the best moderates could do was keep quiet. 

Mississippi's blacks did what little they could to voice their opposition 
to Wright’s actions. On the eve of Wright’s rally, Mississippi blacks held 
a statewide mass meeting, chaired by newspaper editor Percy Greene, 
to address the civil rights issue. They sent a telegram of endorsement to 
President Truman and forwarded a petition to Governor Wright and the 
state legislature asking them to create a permanent biracial commission 
to investigate racial issues.’* They received no response. 

During the alleged cooling-off period, Mississippi Democrats cranked 
up their states’ rights effort. They opened a volunteer-staffed states’ rights 
headquarters in Jackson on February 16, and a week later some two hun- 
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dred Mississippi Democrats and supporters from nine other southern 
states convened in Jackson to draw up “top secret” plans for opposing 
Truman.” During the meeting, $61,500 was pledged to carry out an edu- 
cational campaign in Mississippi and other states.’” On March 1, and in 
the wake of the inconclusive meeting between the southern governors 
and DNC chairman McGrath, the Mississippi State Democratic Executive 
Committee (spEC) pledged its delegates to the national convention to op- 
pose any civil rights candidate. If the convention approved a civil rights 
plank in the national party platform, Mississippi’s delegates planned to 
walk out.’”° 

To direct the campaign, the Magnolia State rebels created both a 
Peoples’ Committee of “loyal States’ Rights Jeffersonian Democrats,” 
designed to direct political organizing at the district, county, and pre- 
cinct levels, and a Campaign Committee, directed to take charge of fund- 
raising across the state and coordinate with similar efforts in other states. 
Governor Wright became honorary chairman of the Peoples’ Committee, 
and Wallace W. Wright (no relation to the governor), fifty-four-year-old 
president of Mississippi’s largest wholesale grocery firm and powerful 
lobbyist whom one contemporary described as “the George Patton of 
Mississippi politics,” was named chairperson of the Campaign Commit- 
tee.’ The State Women’s Committee was captained by Mary Louise Ken- 
dall of Natchez, who resigned her post as Mississippi national Demo- 
ctatic committeewoman to accept the leadership of the women in the 
states’ rights movement as it took its campaign into the state’s eighty-two 
counties.’* Working through networks of existing civic clubs, women 
served as valuable foot soldiers in the states’ rights campaign, perform- 
ing much of the daily canvassing and fund-raising necessary for a suc- 
cessful grassroots effort. The Women’s Committee organized the several 
hundred Democratic women leaders in the state to choose states’ rights 
delegates in the precinct elections on May 18.” Fund-raising consisted 
primarily of selling the red, white, and blue States’ Rights Jeffersonian 
Democrat campaign buttons at local hotels and county fairs for $1.00. To 
galvanize women’s support for the campaign, the committee held a state- 
wide meeting, the first of its kind, at the Jackson auditorium on April 15. 
Designated “for Women Only,” the meeting provided women the op- 
portunity to pledge their support for states’ rights.*° In his keynote ad- 
dress, Governor Wright stated that the main issue in the campaign was 
“whether or not the majority of the people were going to let negroes run 


the country.” *’ 
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The initial flurry of organizational activity culminated with simulta- 
neous rallies in each of Mississippi’s eighty-two counties on March 20. 
Governor Wright delivered a radio address beamed into all of the party 
gatherings. Wright grossly misrepresented the president’s proposals, 
equating them with the recommendations of the pccr, whose sugges- 
tions were, in many cases, more far-reaching than the president’s. Wright 
urged Mississippi Democrats to “volunteer now by the hundreds and 
thousands” in the states’ rights fight, called on them to select states’ rights 
delegates at their precinct elections in mid-May, and invited them to at- 
tend the nationwide conference of States’ Rights Democrats to be held in 
the Jackson auditorium on May 10. Following his speech, Mississippians 
attending the mass meetings across the state passed resolutions backing 
the stand of the Mississippi spEc against national party leaders on the 
issue of civil rights.” 

At 7:30 on Sunday morning, May 9, 1948, the day before the national 
states’ rights meeting, as black and white Mississippians were getting out 
of bed and preparing for church, Governor Wright delivered a threat 
to the state’s black citizens via a statewide radio broadcast. “It is fitting 
and proper on this Sabbath day of peace and quiet, of meditation and 
of prayer,” he began, “for me to discuss with you . . . one of the gravest 
threats to our tranquility and our happiness.” The threat he referred to 
was the president’s proposed civil rights plan. Governor Wright hoped to 
correct the “maliciously false and dangerous” impression that civil rights 
advocates had the best interests of Mississippi blacks at heart. “The stir- 
ting up of prejudices is unfortunate for both races in the South, but more 
particularly for yours,” he stated. “If you cast your lot with those who are 
your friends . . . you will reap the benefits. If you prefer to follow the 
leadership of the other element, I am sorry—but you will find that you 
will be much happier in some other state than in Mississippi.” 

Black leaders cried foul. Percy Greene advised the Naacp national 
headquarters that Wright’s broadcast would have serious ramifications 
for Mississippi’s blacks.** The Naacp considered Wright’s warning a 
“clear invitation to mob violence” and encouraged the Jackson, Missis- 
sippi, branch to issue an answer to Wright’s address. The national head- 
quarters recommended a meeting of black Mississippians to counter the 
governor’s speech but later advised against it, realizing that such a meet- 
ing could endanger black lives.*° 

In Mississippi the governor assumed early the leadership role in the 
states’ rights movement. In South Carolina activities at the grass roots 
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moved ahead of Thurmond. Ina display of what one national news maga- 
zine called “corn-pone and piney-roots politics,” hundreds of Demo- 
ctats in Greenwood and Jasper Counties met on February 21 and adopted 
resolutions condemning the president’s civil rights legislative program 
and the national party. The resolutions also favored sending uninstructed 
delegates to the national convention.** Democrats in tiny Jasper County 
charged the national party with abandoning its historic “traditions and 
principles” and disregarding “our deep seated feelings about social seg- 
tegation of the races.” Jasper Countians went on record in support of 
almighty God, the principles of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, 
the Constitution of the United States, and states’ rights. Two days later, 
on February 23, loudspeakers mounted atop automobiles driven through- 
out the county drew more than 2,000 Jasper County citizens to a mass 
protest meeting that evening. The boisterous crowd roared its approval as 
the County Democratic Executive Committee voted unanimously to pull 
out of the national party.*” One reporter speculated that a free hillbilly 
music show following the meeting may have accounted for the height- 
ened attendance.** Other Black Belt counties soon followed Greenwood 
and Jasper.” 

As in Mississippi, South Carolina’s politics and political fault lines in 
the twentieth century were largely the product of geography. A fall line 
that zigzags across the state from northeast to southwest separates the low 
country from the hills. Holding approximately two-thirds of the state’s 
total area and dominated by a large, fertile coastal plain that is part of 
the Black Belt that stretches across the South, the low country is home to 
large-scale plantation agriculture and black majorities. North of the fall 
line is the upcountry piedmont region, dominated by rolling red clay hills 
and stretching to the mountains in the northwestern portion of the state. 
Once populated by small farms and a few plantations, the upcountry be- 
came a magnet for New South textile industrialists attracted by the re- 
gion’s fast-running streams and for poor whites seeking to escape rural 
poverty.” 

Class politics took hold more firmly in South Carolina than in Missis- 
sippi. When white South Carolinians, led by Benjamin Tillman, rewrote 
their constitution in 1895, they effectively barred blacks from the polling 
place but left universal white male suffrage virtually untouched. The first 
effective mobilizer of the white working class was Coleman Livingston 
Blease, who won the governorship and a seat in the U.S. Senate on a plat- 
form that effectively combined antistatism, antielitism, and racism in a 
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way that appealed to the desires of working class men for autonomy and 
control in the rapidly changing world of the industrial upstate. Once in 
office, however, Blease did little to improve the conditions of workers’ 
lives. With the onset of the depression, workers turned away from Bleas- 
ism and aggressively pursued state action for their own material benefit. 
As in so many southern states, however, legislative malapportionment 
worked against the interests of the working class. Under the 1895 con- 
stitution, the county became the basis from which to organize politics 
and representation. Each county was allowed one senator regardless of 
population, and rural counties outnumbered urban. As one historian has 
pointed out, although South Carolina millworkers succeeded in placing 
one of theit own in the governor’s mansion in the 1930s, “skewed appor- 
tionment and the fact that only half of the seats in the crucial senate were 
up for grabs at a time meant that the upper house would remain in the 
hands of low-country conservatives who were hostile to the governor 
and organized labor.”°' In 1948 Black Belt representatives were in firm 
control of the legislature and the party. 

Faced with a political revolt in the provinces on one hand and an intrac- 
table national party leadership on the other, South Carolina’s spEc cast 
its lot with the rebels by voting on March 1 to oppose the nomination and 
election of Truman or any other civil rights candidate and instructing the 
state party to name electors committed to upholding states’ rights. Thur- 
mond, hoping to maintain control of the rebellion taking place around 
him, placed himself squarely at the front of the revolt, declaring that “the 
president has gone too far” and “I’m through with him!”°* Thurmond 
created a powerful and resonant image, vowing to defend his state and 
region from the abuse of federal power.’ Anti-Truman fervor continued 
to build in South Carolina as the May to States’ Rights Conference in 
Jackson drew near. At the majority of county conventions held in late 
April and early May, delegates enthusiastically adopted resolutions con- 
demning Truman and chose strident states’ righters to attend the state 
convention later in the month.”* 

On March 13, with rebellions in Mississippi and South Carolina brew- 
ing, the southern state leaders gathered in Washington, D.C., where 
Thurmond’s committee presented its report on the meeting with Mc- 
Grath. The tone of the report was defiant. Based on its less than satis- 
factory meeting with McGrath, the committee could offer little hope for 
the future and urged “strong and effective action by Democrats every- 
where.”** The committee recommended that southerners oppose the 
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nomination of civil rights candidates and that they withhold their elec- 
toral college votes should the national party nominate a candidate who 
advocated civil rights. They urged state conventions to defer the nomi- 
nation of their electors for president and vice-president until after the na- 
tional convention.”° Support for the report and proposed course of action 
divided roughly along geographical lines. The report was approved by 
governors from Deep South states— Alabama, Mississippi, Texas, South 
Carolina, and Georgia—and by Ben Laney of Arkansas, an early states’ 
tights advocate. Lane of Maryland refrained from voting.’ The governors 
of Florida, Kentucky, North Carolina, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Tennes- 
see, and West Virginia did not attend the meeting.’” As the committee’s 
report stated, it was now up to the individual states to decide their course 
of action. 

Although Mississippi and South Carolina took the lead in the states’ 
tights rebellion, Alabama most dramatically illustrated the difficult posi- 
tion in which the states’ rights /civil rights conundrum placed New Deal 
southern liberals. It was widely recognized in the late 1940s that Ala- 
bama’s congtessional delegation was the most liberal of any southern 
state.”* In addition, in 1946 the state had elected populist James E. Fol- 
som in a campaign noted for its lack of white supremacist appeals. Yet 
in determining what political course the state party would take in the 
1948 presidential election, the conservative forces in the state emerged 
victorious. In Alabama the upheaval over Truman’s civil rights propos- 
als represented the latest salvo in a power struggle between the Black 
Belt /industrial conservatives and New Deal liberals that had been going 
on since the 1930s and would continue into the next decade. 

Although the liberal forces, led early by Hugo Black and later by Lister 
Hill, had scored impressive victories in the 1930s and 1940s, the conser- 
vatives had slowly gained ground. Capitalizing on the escalating racial 
tensions of the war years and the Supreme Court’s 1944 decision in Siith 
v. Allyright, they succeeded in passing the Boswell Amendment in 1946 
and ran Birmingham senator James A. Simpson in a strong but unsuc- 
cessful race to unseat Hill in 1944. Liberals across the South desperate 
for New Deal ideals and programs to survive into the postwar era were 
heartened when “Big Jim” Folsom captured the statehouse in 1946. An 
effective campaigner, Folsom proved less skillful and ultimately less suc- 
cessful at the intricacies of governance and coalition building. He was not 
entirely to blame. As in South Carolina, conservatives from rural coun- 
ties controlled the Alabama senate and blocked much of his program, 
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including his attempts to revise the state constitution and to reapportion 
the legislature. Determined to prevent blacks from voting, conservatives 
likewise killed Folsom’s poll tax reforms. Undeterred, the governor re- 
taliated and exercised his power to appoint county registrars who would 
register blacks and poor whites.” 

Former governor Frank Dixon was the titular head of Alabama’s states’ 
tights forces, many of whom had embarked on their political careers in 
the 1920s as reformers but who, as ardent defenders of white supremacy, 
had shifted to the political right in the 1930s and 1940s. Dixon was born in 
California in 1892. A nephew of Thomas Dixon, author of The Clansman, 
Dixon received an elite education, first at Phillips-Exeter Academy and, 
later, at Columbia University; he received his law degree from the Uni- 
versity of Virginia. Dixon was admitted to the Alabama bar in 1917, but 
that same year he entered the U.S. Army and saw action overseas in World 
War I as an aerial observer. He was wounded in 1918 and suffered the 
amputation of his right leg. A decorated veteran, he received the Cheva- 
lier Legion of Honor and the Croix de Guerre with palm, as well as the 
Purple Heart. Dixon returned to Alabama and resumed his law practice 
in 1919 in Birmingham. In the 1930s he became part of Jefferson County’s 
“good government” reform movement. He practiced law until he was 
elected governor in 1938.'°° Although Dixon entered office with the sup- 
port of both labor and management, he soon proved himself less than 
supportive of the working classes and became an ardent foe of Franklin 
Roosevelt and the New Deal in the early 1940s. Dixon became one of the 
more strident opponents of the FEpc and, with Governor Sam Jones of 
Louisiana, attempted unsuccessfully to engineer a movement to deny the 
president nomination to a fourth term. 

The tremendous upheavals of the war years, Dixon believed, had cast 
the South into a political crucible. The region had become a “crosstoads 
democracy,” threatened by the FEpc, whose activities “are helping to 
cause discontent and danger.” '”’ After leaving office in early 1943, Dixon 
returned to his law practice but did not retire from public life entirely, 
frequently speaking out on the impending dangers of an expanding fed- 
eral government intent on upsetting southern race relations. As the war 
years wore on, and as he witnessed the challenges to the color line across 
the region, Dixon became increasingly alarmed that the main wartime 
move of Democratic Party leaders was “the fostering of a social revolu- 
tion.” '? He expressed disbelief to an industrialist friend in Charlotte that 
North Carolinians would tolerate so liberal a man as University of North 
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Frank Dixon, former governor of Alabama and leading Alabama Dixiecrat. Photograph 
courtesy of the Alabama Department of Archives and History, Montgomery. 


Carolina president Frank Porter Graham, at whose university, Dixon had 
been told, “white girls are forced . . . to sit beside negro men” at school 
assemblies.’” 

Assisting Dixon from the wings were longtime Birmingham political 
operative Horace Wilkinson and Birmingham’s Commissioner of Pub- 
lic Safety Eugene “Bull” Connor. Wilkinson, whose legal career began 
in the 1920s, rarely held public office. He was the ultimate party insider. 
Unashamed to switch political sides if the moment seemed right, Wil- 
kinson played a part in most of the major political developments in the 
state from the Progressive Era until his death in 1957.’°* A physically im- 
posing and cantankerous man who also was a teetotaling Baptist who 
cared for his wife’s disabled nephew, Wilkinson ranked among the more 
virulent racists in the conservative ranks. Like many other states’ rights 
tebels, he entered public life as a progressive. Born in Birmingham in 
1887, Wilkinson grew up in the nearby suburb of Woodlawn. His middle- 
class upbringing did not shield him from the violent clashes that were 
part of life in the Birmingham steel mills, and as a young man he be- 
came interested in helping the working class. After earning a law degtee, 
he was appointed assistant attorney general and circuit court judge by 
progressive governor Thomas E. Kilby. As assistant attorney general, he 
became a vigorous opponent of the vigilantism that plagued the state. In 
1919 he successfully prosecuted twenty-eight lynchers and sued the Klan. 
In the early 1920s he supported striking coal miners and prosecuted the 
lynchers of a Walker County coal miner.’ 

Holding up his finger to test the political winds, Wilkinson switched 
sides in the mid-1920s and aligned himself with the new governor, Bibb 
Graves, a former Klansman. Although he still considered himself an 
advocate for workers, Wilkinson became a Klan leader and defended the 
Klan in court. During the New Deal Wilkinson successfully installed two 
political cronies on the Birmingham City Commission. He became the 
primary dispenser of New Deal patronage in the steel town and built a 
powerful political machine that frequently clashed with the industrialists 
of Birmingham, known as the Big Mules. When the race issue heated up 
during the war years, Wilkinson cast aside his working-class constituency 
and defected to the Big Mules.'”° 

Bull Connor began public life as something of a minor celebrity. Born 
in 1897 in Selma, in the heart of the Black Belt, Connor spent his forma- 
tive years on the road with his railroad dispatcher father. At twenty-three 
Connor, by now married and a high school dropout, began a career as 
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a railroad telegrapher."°’ While working in Dallas, Connor dropped by a 
baseball “matinee” held in a downtown storefront studio. Fans unable to 
attend baseball games frequented matinees, where an announcer would 
re-create the game using telegraph reports. On that particular day in 1921 
the regular announcer had taken ill, and the manager offered Connor 
$5.00 to stand in and call the game. Within a year Connor had opened his 
own baseball matinee in Birmingham, where he called games for the Bir- 
mingham Barons. The 5’ 8” Connor “possessed a booming voice” and a 
gift for “shooting the bull.” A nickname was born. Looking to capitalize 
on his name recognition, Connor ran for the Alabama House of Rep- 
resentatives in 1934 as a reform candidate and won. Once in the legisla- 
ture, he attached himself to conservative state senator James A. Simpson 
of Birmingham, ally of the Big Mules. Connor next got himself elected 
to the Birmingham City Commission in 1937, where he served as pub- 
lic safety commissioner.'°* Connor remained close to Simpson, supply- 
ing him with important information on the local political climate during 
Simpson’s 1944 and 1946 campaigns for the U.S. Senate. Simpson used 
the race issue in both contests; however, it was his protégé, Connor, who 
in his position on the city’s front line came to represent the forces of white 
supremacy. Connor received attention early for his efforts to uphold seg- 
regation statutes, most notably in 1938, when he forced the scHw to con- 
form to local custom." In 1948 Connor again garnered acclaim when he 
arrested the Progressive Party’s vice-presidential candidate, Idaho Sena- 
tor Glen Taylor, for attempting to violate Birmingham’s segregation laws. 
Even liberal senator John Sparkman praised Connor, writing that Taylor 
created the situation “in order to get the publicity out of it.”"° 

Other leading Alabama states’ rights advocates reflected the coali- 
tion’s conservative outlook. Prominent within their ranks were Sidney W. 
Smyer, a corporation lawyer from Birmingham and former lobbyist for 
the Associated Industries of Alabama; Walter Givhan, former head of 
the Alabama Farm Bureau; Wallace Malone, prominent banker from 
Dothan; and textile magnate Donald Comer. The Alabama states’ rights 
contingent rivaled Mississippi's in its degree of radicalism, its blatant 
white supremacism, and its willingness to abandon the national Demo- 
cratic Party. 

The Alabama states’ righters capitalized on their control of the spEc. 
Ably led by state party chairman Gessner’T. McCorvey, a prominent Mo- 
bile attorney, they manipulated party rules and succeeded in wrench- 
ing control of the party machinery away from the loyalists. Shortly after 
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Eugene “Bull” Connor, prominent Alabama Dixiecrat, ca. 1930s. Photograph courtesy of the 


Alabama Department of Archives and History, Montgomery. 


Truman’s civil rights speech, McCorvey advocated secession from the na- 
tional party unless it rejected Truman’s civil rights proposals. Assisted by 
virulent white supremacist Wilkinson, McCorvey turned Alabama’s early 
May primary into a states’ rights referendum. Voters would choose their 
state and local representatives as well as the Democratic presidential elec- 
tors and delegates to the national convention. McCorvey requested that 
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all candidates for elector sign statements pledging to vote against any 
Democratic nominee who supported the entire civil rights program and 
asked that Alabama’s national convention delegates pledge to walk out if 
a civil rights plank were adopted. By the middle of March, McCorvey and 
Wilkinson had received pledges from most of the candidates for elector. 
The campaign for delegates shaped up as a fight between those pledged 
to bolt the convention and those who declined to commit themselves to 
defect. Prominent among the antibolting loyalists were Senators Hill and 
Sparkman, Governor Folsom, and former governor Chauncey Sparks." 
The loyalists, Folsom remarked, preferred “doin’ our fussin’ within the 
[Democratic] party.” " 

The national Democratic Party loyalists, with the possible exception 
of Folsom, found themselves in an awkward position, as they opposed 
the president’s civil rights program just as strongly as the conservatives. 
Although he was the Democratic Party whip, Senator Hill had joined the 
southern filibuster against Truman’s 1946 proposal fora permanent FEPC, 
and his relationship with Truman was much cooler than his relationship 
with Fpr had been. Hill eventually relinquished his leadership position 
because he knew he could not support Truman’s stance on civil rights. 
Like other New Deal liberals, he had begun the retreat as the line was 
being drawn."? Wilkinson tried to pin Hill to Truman, but Hill spoke 
out early against the president, proclaiming that he was “unalterably op- 
posed” to his nomination and to the “so-called Civil Rights Program.” 

The battle that ensued in the months between Truman’s civil rights 
address and Alabama’s primary revealed the fragility of Alabama’s liberal 
coalition. Philosophically, Folsom was much mote liberal than either of 
the two senators with regard to foreign policy, preferring Henry Wallace’s 
brand of liberalism over Truman’s. Folsom left just about everyone dumb- 
founded by offering himself as a favorite son presidential candidate in late 
January 1948. Most mainstream liberals considered Folsom’s announce- 
ment a colossal blunder and utterly destructive to the cause of liberalism 
within the state." Folsom’s announcement further demonstrated that he 
did not like being in the shadow of Alabama’s U.S. senators. To that end, 
he was plotting to unseat John Sparkman in 1948 with his choice, Phillip 
Hamm, and was maneuvering to challenge Lister Hill in 1950." 

The race for convention delegate —in which candidates were requited 
to declare themselves for or against a walkout—was not only a contest 
between conservatives and liberals but a skirmish among liberals. Not 
wanting to defend the president, Hill had hoped to avoid any role as a 
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delegate to the 1948 Democratic convention. His advisors had counseled 
him not to “get mixed up in all the politics in Alabama.” Hill recognized 
the difficulty of championing party loyalty in the toxic political atmo- 
sphere of 1948. He did finally get involved, but only to protect himself 
against a challenger—possibly Folsom—in 1950. He entered his name 
as a delegate candidate and declared his intent to support the president, 
taking pains to emphasize his support for the president’s foreign policy. 
John Sparkman, on the other hand, renounced Truman early, isolating 
Hill as a Truman loyalist. Sparkman, it seems, was more interested in 
neutralizing Folsom than in defeating the conservatives. He even consid- 
ered making common cause with the conservatives in an effort to keep 
Folsom under control. He confided to Reese Amis of the Huntsville Times 
that he had hoped to organize a coalition comprising former governor 
Chauncey Sparks, Lister Hill, and conservatives Gessner McCorvey and 
Marion Rushton, among others, to “join with me in making an all out 
fight against Folsom and his whole crowd.” '"’ Not content to be the only 
Truman supporter, Hill eventually gravitated to Dwight Eisenhower. 
Even though he had turned his back on the president, Hill worked hard 
to prevent a convention walkout. 

Ultimately the liberalism of Lister Hill and John Sparkman triumphed 
over that of James Folsom. Hill won a delegate slot; Folsom did not. 
Furthermore, practically every candidate Folsom supported lost. Voters 
simply did not respond well to a governor campaigning on a foreign 
policy platform. Furthermore, voters wete irritated by allegations of mis- 
appropriation of funds by Folsom appointees and by charges that Folsom 
had fathered an illegitimate child."* The internecine battle left the lib- 
erals splintered and angry. Energy that could have been used to fend off 
the conservatives was spent fighting one another. 

After the May primary and runoff, Alabama’s delegation to the na- 
tional convention was split almost equally between those pledged to walk 
out and those pledged to remain in the convention. As for the presiden- 
tial electors, all eleven chosen by the voters were pledged to vote against 
any nominee who supported the civil rights program. It was next to im- 
possible for the loyalists to fight against this, for they, too, opposed the 
president’s civil rights program. Alabama law permitted only the names 
of candidates supported by the state’s electors to appear on the ballot. 
Therefore, if Truman or any other Democrat supporting a civil rights 
plank was nominated in Philadelphia, his name would not appear on the 
ballot, and Democrats in Alabama would have no means to vote for the 
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national ticket.""” Alabama’s voters had effectively approved the means of 
their own disfranchisement. 


Perhaps the most daunting challenge facing the states’ righters was sell- 
ing themselves, and the idea of a bolt, to voters. This involved nothing 
less than convincing white southerners that to guarantee the preservation 
of their “cherished institutions” they needed to abandon the one instru- 
ment that historically had provided the bulwark against outside interfer- 
ence — the national Democratic Party. To subvert or, as it would turn out, 
manipulate party allegiance, the states’ rights conservatives had to convey 
effectively the significance of their resistance to, and differentiate them- 
selves from, the national party without sacrificing political legitimacy — 
a tricky balancing act. In the struggle to defend segregation from attack, 
states’ rights conservatives fashioned a reactionary political message that 
drew on southern history, cherished regional icons, and cultural practices 
to explain political change and to justify their resistance. 

From the moment the president first presented his civil rights mes- 
sage to Congress in February until the election in November 1948, states’ 
tights conservatives waged a campaign that forced white southerners 
to reevaluate their long-standing allegiance to the national party. White 
southerners’ attachment to the party was peculiarly tenacious, distinctly 
personal, and potentially explosive. Faced with a political situation in 
which the national Democratic Party aggressively courted the votes of 
African Americans and labor, conservatives waged a campaign designed 
to co-opt the allegiance of white southerners.’”° States’ righters played 
on the South’s sense of lost prestige and status, reminding white voters 
that one hundred years of loyalty to the Democratic Party entitled them 
to respect and some measute of control. Given the Democratic Party’s 
traditional role in maintaining white supremacy and its long-standing 
hegemony in the South, breaking this alliance would not be easy. 

Prominent conservative states’ rights spokesmen used familial meta- 
phors and gendered scenarios to play to the deep-seated fears and para- 
noia of white southerners and thereby explain and justify their relation- 
ship to politics and to the national Democratic Party. This close interplay 
of race and gender in southern society at mid-century illustrates how the 
potential loss of political power in the public sphere was linked to con- 
cerns regarding disruption of the private sphere —in particular, how the 
overreaching arm of the state threatened the most intimate of domestic 
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arrangements. Ultimately, the language and imagery employed by states’ 
tights dissenters throughout the South reveals much about how conser- 
vative white southerners imagined politics, power, and states’ rights in 
the mid-twentieth-century South and, in particular, about their fears for 
the destruction of white supremacy. 

On the hustings and in private, white conservatives explained and 
understood their role within the Democratic Party in familial terms. They 
envisioned the national party, with all its constituencies, as a family. In- 
deed, Arkansas governor Ben Laney exclaimed that advocacy of civil 
tights by the national party was exceptionally painful because it came 
from “our own people—our own family.”’*’ Within the Democratic 
Party, white southerners had been the dominant, masculine member, 
clearly a reflection of the ideal patriarchal organization of southern so- 
ciety. Within the greater family of the national party, different interest 
groups such as organized labor assumed clearly subordinate roles. Un- 
doubtedly, white southerners expected African Americans to remain out- 
side the political as well as the actual white family. Because the South 
had held the position of senior partner in the Democratic Party relation- 
ship for so long, some southern whites were not convinced their best 
interests were served by leaving, or bolting, the party. One congress- 
man from South Carolina who was not in favor of bolting likened the 
current intraparty disagreement over civil rights to a domestic dispute 
that should be handled as such. The president’s support of civil rights, he 
mused, was “like having an undesirable guest in your house,” he claimed. 
“Tf you don’t like him, it doesn’t mean you'll pack up and leave your own 
home.” '”* 

Utilizing a familial model for politics was an easy choice for men who 
understood social relationships and hierarchies as natural. The rule of 
white over black, employers over employees, as Walter Sillers so matter- 
of-factly put it, was as natural as the “laws of gravitation.” '”° For states’ 
tights conservatives —many of whom had stayed tied to the land—privi- 
lege and power remained intrinsic to family and hereditary. Across most 
of the rural South, untouched by mechanization, the sharecropping and 
tenant family remained a central unit of production. The plantation oper- 
ator reigned supreme over poor families, denying poor men—white and 
black—the opportunity to become full patriarchs in their own right. It 
is not surprising, then, that when black families began to leave the Delta 
plantations in the 1940s, planters complained not only of labor short- 
ages but that black men were now overseeing the employment decisions 
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of their wives, staking their own claims to familial control. Their frus- 
trations at such a potential loss of power manifested in their political 
thetoric, which played on various metaphors and scenarios of betrayal. 
Given the symbolic familial relationship between the South and the 
national Democratic Party, the conservative bolt mimicked symbolically 
the severing of the bonds of matrimony, and more than one commen- 


tator referred to the southern revolt as a “divorce.” '** 


Just as in a real 
marriage or relationship, the South expected certain things from the na- 
tional party. Above all, white southerners demanded fidelity. Southern 
whites were shocked by their sudden loss of prestige and the relative 
increase in power of African Americans in the party. As the dominant 
male partner in the political relationship, this new political arrangement 
symbolized a blow to their authority. In political allegories, they often 
assumed the role of cuckold. In mid-February 1948, as white southern 
Democrats were reeling from the shock of President Harry Truman’s 
civil rights address, Mississippi's McComb Enterprise-Journal ran an edito- 
rial titled “Time fora Divorce,” a sad tale of a husband cursed with an un- 
faithful wife. Although the husband had “built a lovely home and show- 
ered [his wife] with his affection and endowed her with his loyalty[,].. . 
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she commenced running around with Tom, Dick, and Harry.” “One day 
Tom, Dick and Harry moved into his home, sat at his table and ordered 
food from his kitchen and enjoyed every luxury his home afforded. The 
neighbors looked on with ridicule. They laughed at him. Then one day 
Tom, Dick and Harry took the husband by the nap of the neck and threw 
him out into the mud of the street and took over his home, completely. 
The neighbors looked on with disgust. They had no respect for him. He 
was without home and standing.” '”° 

White southerners also often likened their new, dependent position 
in the national party to the status of those who possessed little or no 
power in society: women and children. Senator James Eastland of Mis- 
sissippi warned that Truman’s proposals threatened southern whites with 
political impotency.'*° Strom Thurmond argued that Truman’s campaign 
against the South stemmed from the president’s perception of the region 
as “weak,” “foolish,” and “meek.” '”’ Voicing his concern over the decline 
in the power of white southern Democrats, one states’ rights enthusiast 
promoted a song he titled “The Rebel Yell.” This ditty, he instructed one 
southern congressman, was to be sung to the tune of “Slap Her Down 
Again, Pa!,” a song about wife beating. In the states’ rights version, white 
southern Democrats assumed the role of the battered wife. 
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Slap us down again Pres., slap us down again 

Make us take some mote, Pres., we ate mice, not men. 
We don’t have no rights, Pres., when our party’s in, 
Slap us down again, Pres., we will help you win.” 


Elsewhere, others rendered the changing relationship between southern 
Democrats and the national party in sexual ways. One political cartoon 
shows both the Democratic and Republican Party nominees seeking to 
dance with an African Ametican woman who seduces them with the votes 
she holds in her garter. The South, represented by a diminutive, donkey- 
faced woman dressed in nineteenth-century garb, can only watch this dis- 
play from the sidelines.’”? Another crude drawing sent to Walter Sillers 
from a rural Mississippian depicts Harry Truman in bed with an African 


American man.’”° 


Just as miscegenation diluted bloodlines within white 
families, so the joining of African American interests and the Democratic 
Party polluted the political organism. 

The concerns of states’ rights conservatives for the contamination of 
political bloodlines and for fidelity and loss of political authority were 
expressed as worries about legitimacy—political and familial. J. Knox 
Huff, a Mississippi conservative, declared that the Truman Democrats 
had “reduced the South . . . to the status of illegitimate children at a 
family reunion.” *' William D. Workman, among others, commented 
that the South had been treated as “the red-haired stepchild in national 
Democratic party affairs.” °* Significantly, the states’ righters compared 
themselves not just to children but to step- and illegitimate children 
—unwanted, ignored, and powerless. Because political authority was 
understood in terms of family authority and patriarchy, the removal of 
the dominant political partner, in this case, white southern Democrats, 
was akin to removing the father from the home, jeopardizing the safety 
of women. Given that white southerners frequently expressed fears that 
desegregation would ultimately require them to entertain African Ameri- 
cans in their homes, it is not surprising that an African American pres- 
ence in their political home would yield such a dishonorable, albeit imag- 
ined and rhetorical, result. Harry C. Brown, a states’ rights supporter in 
Charleston, enunciated this fear in a letter to Thurmond. “Would you 
like to see the negroes . . . admitted into our inner sanctum . . . ? If you 
gentlemen are looking for the negro votes which I know you gentlemen 
from the South aren’t|,| please ask Mr. [Thomas] Dewey if he would like 
to have those people . . . to live in his home.” ** Although these multiple 
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teferences to familial themes place the South in a variety of positions in 
telation to the national party, they all make explicit the central fear of 
states’ rights conservatives: political impotency. 

Within the convoluted logic of the politics of racial identity and family, 
the national Democratic Party’s appeal to black voters was not only an 
insult to and a betrayal of the white South but a physical attack on the 
body of the South. In states’ rights propaganda, “the South” was often 
represented as a white male. In order to acknowledge black political 
power, one first had to kill the dominant male figure. Dixie insurgents 
employed graphic and violent imagery to illustrate their point. Inverting 
images of racial control used in the region to keep African Americans 
in their “place,” conservatives spoke of being slapped, gagged, choked, 
kidnapped, hog-tied, flogged, lynched, and stabbed by national party 
leaders.’** Their campaign literature often featured a picture of a stab- 
bing victim as representative of the South’s position or dilemma. Some- 
times the descriptions bordered on the grotesque, as when Mississippi 
congressman John Bell Williams declared that Truman “has seen fit to 
run a political dagger into our backs, and now he is trying to drink our 
blood.” *** 

Having described their betrayal in violent terms, states’ rights con- 
setvatives spoke of their redress in terms of personal vengeance.'*® Re- 
sistance to civil rights and encroachment by the federal government be- 
came nothing less than a test of their manhood. Although northerners 
expected the South to “crawl on its belly, submit and beg,” white south- 
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erners declared they would not take this insult “lying down.” “We must 
be men,” one southerner claimed, “and not weaklings.” Supporting the 
civil rights policies of the national party was unthinkable for “any red- 
blooded man,” and failure to act on this betrayal would brand them as 
“less than men.” Ultimately it was important merely that the South re- 
spond in some way. “Southerners respect a fighter, be his cause right or 
wrong,” wrote William Workman. “By the same token, they loathe the 
faint-hearted.” **’ 

Strom Thurmond was particularly well suited to serve as point man 
in the states’ rights crusade. In many ways the South Carolinian personi- 
fied the gendered components of the region’s reactionary states’ rights 
political culture. Thurmond won the governorship in 1946 over a throng 
of candidates on a platform that positioned him as the powerful foe 
of a corrupt political ring. Like Ben Tillman, his political predecessor 
from Edgefield County, Thurmond reveled in political campaigning. In 
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South Carolina at this time candidates traveled together from county to 
county, addressing raucous mass meetings that often stretched on for 
hours. Thurmond thrived on this type of political debate that allowed him 
to take the offensive with maximum effect. He also used his veteran status 
to his political advantage. During one gubernatorial stump speech, Thur- 
mond compared the “scheming, conniving, selfish men” in the South 
Carolina political ring with the “scheming, conniving, selfish men” who 
had grabbed power in Germany, Italy, and Japan. “I was willing to risk 
my life to stamp out such gangs in Europe,” Thurmond proclaimed. “I 
intend to devote my future to wiping out the stench and stain with which 
the Barnwell ring has smeared the Government of South Carolina for, 
lo, these many years.” *** 

In 1948 Thurmond effectively combined a fighting spirit with a well- 
known penchant for clean living, vigorous physical exercise, and pretty 
women. In the gendered discourse of South Carolina politics, Thurmond 
—a bachelor— portrayed himself as a virile lady’s man. Whether caught 
lounging on Myrtle Beach with comely companions or bestowing a kiss 
on a local festival queen, the bachelor governor never shied away from 
photo opportunities that illustrated his masculinity. Thurmond’s repu- 
tation as a ladies’ man was widespread. Congressman William Jennings 
Bryan Dorn of Greenwood warned his sister about taking a job in the 
governor's office. “Use your own judgment,” Dorn advised. “Personally, 
I had rather you would stay out of Strom Thurmond’s office, for your 
own good if for no other reason. His reputation and fastness concerning 
women is nation-wide.” The governor’s reputation as a sexual rascal 
achieved mythic proportions. Perhaps most fantastic is the tale of Thur- 
mond’s alleged relationship with Sue Logue, an Edgefield woman exe- 
cuted for her role in the murders of shopkeeper Davis W. Timmerman, 
Sheriff Wad Allen, and Deputy Sheriff W. L. Clark. Thurmond emerged a 
hero for his role in convincing Logue to surrender during a bloody stand- 
offat the Logue house in 1941. More compelling, however, are the rumors 
of Thurmond’s long affair with Logue, a woman renowned for her sexual 
prowess. The affair allegedly began while Thurmond campaigned for 
the office of county superintendent of education and continued until the 
day Logue was executed. The driver who transported Logue from the 
women’s penitentiary to the death house claimed that Thurmond, then 
an army officer, accompanied the condemned woman, “a-huggin’ and 
a-kissin’ the whole way.” '*° 

Thurmond’s bachelor days ended on November 7, 1947, when he mat- 
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Governor Strom and Jean Thurmond in the Governor's Mansion, Columbia, South Carolina, 
1948. Photograph courtesy of Special Collections, Clemson University Libraries, 


Clemson, South Carolina. 


ried twenty-one-year-old Jean Crouch of Elko, a former Azalea Festival 
queen and a secretary in the governotr’s office. The day before their wed- 
ding, the betrothed governor, casually (albeit curiously) decked out in 
white gym shorts, dark socks, and wing-tip shoes, posed in a headstand 
for a Life magazine photographer. The caption read, “Virile Governor 
demonstrates his prowess in the mansion yard before wedding.” (Before 
resorting to this acrobatic feat, Thurmond had asked the photographer 
whether he wanted to feel his muscles.) If some voters thought that the 
forty-four-year-old Thurmond’s official retirement from the dating scene 
signaled a major life change, this and subsequent photo opportunities 
proved them wrong.'*’ Amusingly, one congressman later recalled that 
“to most people, who didn’t know about gym shorts, it looked like Thur- 
mond had pulled off his pants, left his shoes on, and then stood on his 
head for the cameras.” '*” Thurmond’s personal countenance, then, made 
him a worthy leader of the battle for states’ rights, a battle waged as much 
on the rhetorical and cultural fields as through the ballot box. As some- 
one who combined a political outsider’s fighting rhetoric with personal 
sexual potency, Thurmond appealed to conservative white men suffering 
from a self-diagnosed case of political impotency. 
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Governor Strom and Jean Thurmond at a carnival attraction, ca. 1940s. Photograph courtesy of 


Special Collections, Clemson University Libraries, Clemson, South Carolina. 


Despite its power, the states’ rights message did not attract all white 
voters. The political language crafted and employed by white conser- 
vatives competed with other dialects that had infiltrated the southern 
marketplace of political ideas. For most whites, the family model of poli- 
tics confined them to subordinate, junior family roles. As the federal gov- 
ernment began to reach into the South during the New Deal era, and 
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as more white men left the South during World War II, southerners be- 
came exposed to other models that threw light on their own dysfunctional 
political arrangement. Motivated by the language of autonomy, indepen- 
dence, and modernity, these second sons of the southern political family 
began to strike out on their own, albeit no less committed to upholding 
white supremacy. Beginning in the 1930s, as southern workers began to 
pursue state action for their own ends, they increasingly spoke what one 
historian has called “a new language of Americanism,” a rhetoric that 
allowed them to begin to transcend both the region and history. Many 
returning white veterans, desiring not to preserve but to oust the failed 
and corrupt regimes of the past, likewise conceived of politics and the 
state in ways that conflicted with the notions of Black Belt conservatives. 
And although conservatives were not speaking to them, African Ameri- 
cans, emboldened by their participation in the war, had begun to demand 
their political rights, with increasing effectiveness, using the rhetoric of 
freedom and liberty that at one time had been the sole preserve of whites. 
So as the conservative white South positioned itself to do battle with the 
national Democratic Party, it also was acutely aware that it was compet- 
ing with rival messages at the grass roots, and in its attempt to pull white 
southerners back into history, it would not entirely succeed.'** 


Ona steamy May 10, 2,500 hot and boisterous states’ rights faithful drove 
through the Confederate flag—festooned streets of Jackson, finally con- 
verging on the municipal auditorium for the “national” states’ rights 
conference. Although the conference organizers boasted representation 
from all southern states, most of the attendees were from the Deep South. 
With the exception of leaders from Mississippi and Alabama, however, 
the state officials in attendance could speak only as individuals, for most 
states had not yet held their conventions. With no authority to commit 
their states to a course of action, the conferees could accomplish little. 
They did not care. They had arrived in a defiant mood, determined to 
stand up to the insults hurled at them by the national party. Even if they 
could not plot any definite course, they could at least talk tough. Con- 
fident that the states’ rights effort would not be in vain, Horace Wilkin- 
son of Birmingham predicted that “when all this clouded political atmo- 
sphere has been cleared, you will find that the South has recovered from 
the bite . . . and it will be the dog that has died.” 


After a rousing chorus of “Dixie,” convention chairperson Governor 
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Ben Laney of Arkansas gaveled the meeting to order at 10:00 A.m.. “We 
regret the circumstances that have forced us to call this convention,” 
Laney told the conventioneers. “We regret that the house of our fathers 
is divided against us.” '** Mississippi's Governor Wright greeted the dele- 
gates and set the tone for the meeting as part political rally and part 
historical pageant by replaying point by point the treacheries of Recon- 
struction. “Today,” he warned, “these same forces are loose once again, 
straining and striving to impose their harsh will upon us.” The South, he 
demanded, must act. “If we accept the insults and infringements upon 
our rights now proposed by our own party leaders, we will forever fix in 
their minds a conviction that whatever they wish to impose upon us, we 
will accept.” *° 

If Wright set the somber but belligerent tone for the meeting, Strom 
Thurmond, who had leapfrogged over Wright to assume the leadership 
of the disjointed states’ rights forces, recognized the opportunity to gen- 
erate serious political capital from the situation and stood poised to lead 
the conventioneers to outrage. Voicing the personal frustration and sense 
of betrayal felt by many white southerners, Thurmond cautioned the na- 
tional party not to take the South’s indignation lightly. “The fight is on,” 
he declared, “and we will not lay our armor down until the present leader- 
ship of the Democratic Party is repudiated and the South is again rec- 
ognized as a political entity of these United States.” Not only were these 
conservatives angry at the president for promoting civil rights. They were 
upset that no one was taking them seriously. 

Echoing Wright, Thurmond pointed to history to justify the Deep 
South’s stance. He reminded his audience that during the “bitter Recon- 
struction period . . . the slaves who had been freed as a war measure were 
left as a millstone around our neck.” Like other white southerners, he be- 
lieved that “we of the South . . . have cared and provided for the Negroes 
in our midst, and the progress which has been made by that race is a 
tribute to the efforts of Southerners, and to Southerners alone.” 

Like other postwar governors interested in industrial development, 
Thurmond attributed the South’s problems to retarded regional eco- 
nomic development and discrimination. “Economic underprivilege in 
the South has known no colotr line,” Thurmond stated. “Both races have 
suffered in the economic struggle to overcome artificial barriers to our 
recovery and growth imposed upon this part of the Nation from with- 
out,” he argued. “The wonder is, not how little we have done,” Thurmond 
speculated, “but how much we have been able to do for our people under 
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such crushing handicaps.” Conditions for blacks would improve with 
economic development, he contended, not with federal intervention. 

He proceeded to examine the various civil rights proposals, attempt- 
ing to demonstrate how each would destroy states’ rights and violate the 
Constitution. The anti—poll tax legislation was unnecessary and danger- 
ous. He considered the poll tax “a minor revenue measure” that “does 
not burden the right to vote.” Only seven southern states had poll tax 
requirements, and he pointed out that he had advocated repeal of the 
tax in his home state. He feared that anti—poll tax legislation would set 
a precedent for federal interference in suffrage and would lead to fed- 
eral “control over the ballot boxes of the Nation.” Instead of opening up 
the franchise, Thurmond argued, anti—poll tax legislation would circum- 
scribe it. Antilynching legislation, likewise, was superfluous, the South 
Carolina governor insisted, conveniently forgetting the travesty of justice 
in the Earle lynching, “because enlightened public opinion has virtually 
stamped out this crime.” 

Thurmond saved his strongest denunciations for the proposed perma- 
nent FEPC, which, he argued, would interfere with an employer’s right 
to run his business. “He could be ordered to stop choosing his employ- 
ees as he saw fit, and to hite someone he did not want.” Segregation 
laws “are essential to the protection of the racial integrity and purity of 
the white and Negro races alike. We know that their sudden removal 
would do great injury to the very people sought to be benefitted.” Ulti- 
mately, he warned, Truman’s civil rights proposals would “force the white 
people of the South to accept into their business, their schools, their 
places of amusement, and in other public places, those they do not want 
to accept.” **’ 

The delegates quickly drafted a declaration whereby they pledged to 
use the electoral college to redress theit grievances.'** They scheduled a 
strategy meeting of all southern delegates at the national convention and 
agreed that southern delegates would only support strong states’ rights 
candidates. If the Democratic Party nominee refused to repudiate the 
civil rights program, states’ rights advocates would reconvene in Bir- 
mingham on July 17 to choose alternative candidates for president and 
vice-president, who would then become the official candidates of the re- 
spective state parties.'” 

The resolution did not receive unanimous support. Following the dec- 
laration, the Georgia delegation withdrew from the conference. Demo- 
cratic Party state chairman James S. Peters told reporters that the Georgia 
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delegation opposed a party bolt and the creation of a third party.'*” Geor- 
gia leaders did not want to commit themselves to a potentially suicidal 
political mission. Peters felt it best to “keep the opposition guessing” 
and allow the strategy to develop “as the battle rages.” Unwilling to pub- 
licly support a party defection, Peters refused to cut all ties to the con- 
servatives, confiding to former Alabama governor Frank Dixon that he 
hoped “the electors in Georgia will vote against Truman or anyone else 
running on a civil rights platform.” '*' Gubernatorial challenger Herman 
Talmadge agreed with Peters. He felt it was best to fight Truman’s civil 
rights program “step by step and not expose our hand until the proper 
time.” ** Although the Georgia delegation at this time opposed the cre- 
ation of a third party, there remained considerable opposition to Truman 
within the state, and it was too soon to know how this situation would 
tesolve itself. Privately at least, Georgia Democratic Party leaders con- 
tinued to send words of encouragement to the states’ rights gang. In a 
letter to Alabama’s Wilkinson, Peters confided that he personally was still 
teceptive to some sort of “collective action” taken by the southern states 
against the president.’ 

States’ rights leaders reconvened in Jackson a month later at the Hei- 
delberg Hotel and proceeded to create their campaign machinery. A five- 
member committee was appointed to arrange for the delegate caucus at 
the national convention in Philadelphia and another to organize the Bir- 
mingham convention. Looking ahead to November, the group decided 
to cteate a supervisory three-member executive committee and to hire a 
full-time campaign director with headquarters at Little Rock. One of the 
main tasks of the headquarters staff would be to familiarize themselves 
with the various state elections laws in order to get states’ rights candi- 
dates on the ballot in each southern state. The campaign committee also 
approved the organization of a citizens’ committee of at least twenty-five 
persons in each southern state and provided for the employment of three 
full-time liaison men to work among the eleven states. The states’ rights 
leaders authorized newspaper releases, radio addresses, campaign but- 
tons, and the publication of a special edition of a states’ rights newspaper 
and approved an estimated budget of $169,000 for June and July 1948. Mis- 
sissippi, the state that had pioneered the movement, contributed $10,000 
to get the campaign under way, and Governor Laney pledged an addi- 
tional $10,000 from Arkansas.'** 

Whether a state would take the necessary steps to free itself from the 
dictates of the national party ultimately depended on many factors: who 
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controlled the state political machinery, the size of the black popula- 
tion and the history of the effectiveness of race as a political issue, and 
the strength of the Republican Party. Ultimately states’ rights activists in 
Mississippi, South Carolina, Alabama, and Louisiana succeeded in guar- 
anteeing their national electors against a pro-civil rights candidate. No 
state, however, did so without challenges. 

Opposition to the states’ rights movement in Mississippi resurfaced 
despite Wright and Sillers’s control of the party. Although returns from 
the May 18 caucuses showed that practically all the delegates chosen to 
attend the state convention had signed states’ rights pledges and had 
promised to fight the Truman administration’s civil rights program, not 
all Mississippi Democrats went along with the pledge to withdraw from 
their party. Philip Mullen of Oxford, editor of the Oxford Eagle, member 
of the state legislature, delegate to the state convention, and a voice of 
moderation in the state, acknowledged that he and others were against 
Truman and the civil rights program, but that he did not believe the pre- 
cinct conventions reflected the true will of the people.” Ned Lee, Eu- 
pora newspaperman and delegate to the state convention, likewise op- 
posed the party bolt and claimed, “I don’t see any good in forming a 
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third political party.” °° James Ferguson, a history professor at Millsaps 
College, refused to take the oath as a “too per cent true white Jefferso- 
nian Democrat.” Ferguson was defeated for a delegate’s post by only one 
vote.'*” 

By the time of the Mississippi Democratic convention on June 22, 
a select group of the state’s Democrats had already held a caucus on 
June 17 to nominate state and district delegates to the Democratic Na- 
tional Convention.'** The state ordered delegates to withhold their sup- 
port of the national Democratic Party if Truman or any other civil rights 
candidate gained the presidential nomination, if the party platform in- 
cluded a plank advocating enactment of civil rights legislation, and/or 
if the party failed to adopt a plank supporting states’ rights. If the dele- 
gates were forced to leave the convention or in case they were not allowed 
to be seated, they would proceed to Birmingham for the states’ rights 
conference.’ 

Organizing an effective opposition to Truman’s civil rights proposals 
was only one of several onerous problems facing white South Carolini- 
ans, who also were fighting a rear guard action on their home turf to 
preserve the white Democratic primary. In April 1944, in the wake of 
the Supreme Court’s decision in Swith v. Allwright, then-governor Olin 
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Johnston had convened a special session of the South Carolina General 
Assembly and remarked that the Texas decision made it “absolutely nec- 
essaty that we now repeal all laws pertaining to our primaries in order to 
maintain white supremacy.” In words that sanctioned extralegal violence, 
Johnston further declared that if the general assembly’s actions proved 
inadequate, white South Carolinians would “use the necessary methods 
to retain white supremacy in our primaries.” '*? Accordingly, the general 
assembly stripped away all statutes, ostensibly severing the relationship 
between the state and the Democratic Party. The attorneys for the Rich- 
land County Democratic Executive Committee argued that by repealing 
all statutes pertaining to the primaries, the party had evolved into a pri- 
vate organization with the authority to stipulate qualifications for mem- 
bership. NAACP attorney Thurgood Marshall sardonically observed that 
“the situation [in South Carolina] is like the state repealing all its police 
and letting the Elks enforce the laws.” *** 

On February 21, 1947, Elmore v. Rice was filed in Columbia. George El- 
more of Columbia, secretary of the ppp’s Richland County (Columbia) 
club, was denied the right to register in the August 1946 Democratic pri- 
mary. The complaint, filed by the Naacp, charged that Elmore and other 
qualified blacks had been barred from voting because of their race. The 
plaintiffs asked for $5,000 in damages, a judgment declaring the party’s 
policy unconstitutional, and an order permanently barring the party from 
denying qualified blacks the right to vote in primary elections because of 
their race.’ 

Elmore was represented by the NAacp, and the suit was financed by 
the Negro Citizens Committee, which operated as the political action 
arm of the Naacp in South Carolina.’*? The Elmore case was heard by 
Judge Julius Waties Waring, who had presided at the Woodard blinding 
trial. On July 12, 1947, Waring shocked white South Carolinians by ruling 
that African Americans were entitled to enroll to vote in South Cato- 
lina Democratic primaries. Waring bluntly stated that “to say that there is 
any material difference in the governance of the Democratic party in this 
state prior to, and subsequent to, 1944, is pure sophistry.” In language 
that outraged many white South Carolinians, Waring declared, “It is time 
for South Carolina to rejoin the Union. . . . Racial distinctions cannot 
exist in the machinery that selects the offices and lawmakers of the United 
States; and all citizens of this State and Country are entitled to cast a free 
and untrammelled ballot in our elections.” ** 

Disbelief and outrage reverberated throughout much of the state’s 
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white population. The Charleston News and Courier predicted violence and 
fraud in counties where blacks outnumbered whites and feared the “re- 
turn of the conditions of Reconstruction.” To prevent chaos, “to save 
order and civilization, to prevent amalgamation of the races . . . another 
‘Red Shirt’ campaign would be necessary.” ’®? U.S. Senator Burnet R. 
Maybank of Charleston called the decision “too per cent wrong in prin- 
ciple and in law” and predicted that it would be reversed by the Supreme 
Court.’°° 

Despite the court victory, John McCray, leader of the ppp, predicted 
that “the vanquished upholders of white supremacy” would resort to “as- 
sorted schemes and devices” to keep blacks from registering.’*” McCray 
was correct. On August 18, 1947, U.S. District Judge George Bell Tim- 
merman granted a temporary stay of Waring’s order after attorneys for the 
party announced they would appeal the ruling.'** Unfortunately for white 
South Carolina Democrats, the Fourth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals 
upheld the Waring decision.’® Blacks continued to register for the 1948 
primaries. In February 1948 party chairperson William Baskin warned ex- 
ecutive committee members that in many counties new black registrants 
were outnumbering white. He was afraid black South Carolinians would 
control the 1948 election.'’”” One national news magazine noted that in 
South Carolina, voter registration books were delivered to the homes of 
white residents at night by registration officials.” 

The South Carolina Democratic Party appealed the U.S. Circuit Court 
of Appeals decision to the U.S. Supreme Court.” Much to their dismay, 
the Supreme Court on April 19, 1948, refused to review the lower court’s 
opinion. Thurmond originally had no comment when informed of the 
Supreme Court’s ruling. He later claimed he was “shocked” by the high 
coutt’s refusal to hear the primary case. He called that decision “unsound 
and un-American.” “Every American citizen has lost a part of his fun- 
damental rights by this decision, and is less a free man than he was be- 
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fore.” '’* NAACP leader James Hinton called Thurmond’s remarks “below 


the expectancy and dignity of the office.” '”* 

With an acute sense of urgency, then, South Carolina’s white Demo- 
crats descended on Columbia’s township auditorium on May 19 for their 
state convention. The white delegates had much to accomplish. Not only 
did they have to reach a decision regarding their relationship to the na- 
tional Democratic Party; they also had to devise a plan to bar black voters, 
vindicated by the Supreme Court and organized behind the ppp, from 


the August primary. 
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Thanks to state Democratic Party rules, Black Belt delegates and 
states’ rights fire-eaters controlled the South Carolina convention, which 
burned with the fever of political rebellion. Rural conservative elites were 
able to use the state’s legislative malapportionment to their advantage. 
Party rules allowed each county double the number of convention votes 
as it had members in the general assembly. Black Belt counties, which al- 
ready benefited from overrepresentation due to black disfranchisement, 
enjoyed a heightened influence.'” Following Mississippi’s lead, the con- 
vention instructed its delegates not to vote for the nomination of Truman 
or any candidate for the presidency who supported civil rights. Instead, 
delegates were to cast their ballots for a favorite son candidate—Strom 
Thurmond. The electoral college votes then would be cast at the direction 
of the executive committee.'”° 

To limit black participation at the polls in the August primary, the con- 
vention adopted two sets of voting rules. Blacks would be permitted to 
vote in the primaries by presenting registration certificates for the gen- 
eral election showing that they were “qualified electors.” They would 
not, however, be admitted to party membership.'”’ This stipulation deftly 
sidestepped the findings in the E/more decision, which did not address 
and thus did not require South Carolina Democrats to extend party mem- 
bership to African Americans. White Democrats, on the other hand, 
could vote in the primaries merely by enrolling on the Democratic club 
books. The convention also moved to require voters of both races to 
pledge their support for segregation and states’ rights, and their opposi- 
tion to proposed federal fair employment practices legislation.'” 

Undeterred by the roadblock thrown up by white Democrats, the ppp 
held its own convention in Columbia on May 26. Over 250 delegates 
from more than half of South Carolina’s counties attended, although 
the majority were from Columbia and Charleston. Repeating their ac- 
tions of 1944, the ppp voted to send a twenty-eight-member delegation to 
the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia to seek represen- 
tation.'” Reports circulated around South Carolina that Henry Wallace’s 
party was attempting to gain support among ppp members. However, 
ppp leadership was intensely loyal to the national Democratic Party and 
rejected affiliation with any third parties.'*° 

As he had prior to the national convention in 1944, McCray wrote to 
Illinois congressman William Dawson and informed him that despite the 
advice of national party leaders to seek redress through the courts, “the 
conditions prevailing in 1944 continue in 1948.” The ppp would again 
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send a delegation to the national Democratic convention in an attempt to 
unseat the segregated Democratic Party.’** McCray promptly forwarded 
a list of ppp delegates to national party chairman J. Howard McGrath.'*” 

As in 1944, national party leaders discouraged McCray and the ppp 
from bringing a challenge at the convention. McCray was dismayed that 
the national party would simply dismiss the legitimate political claims 
of the ppp, an organization whose membership he estimated at around 
60,000. McCray wrote, “Are we . . . to believe that the party of our choice 
was only kidding about a square deal for every human being everywhere? 
Are we now to be told that our party would prefer to boot lick at the toes 
of those who deliver to it hefty kicks, turning its backs upon those who 
do everything possible for its success . . . ? If the Democratic party does 
not want the votes of Negroes . . . it can say so and have its wishes on 
the record.” '*° 

African Americans were not the only South Carolina group to protest 
the actions of the state convention. Many whites were upset about the 
oath, and in response to their complaints, the party modified it slightly. 
The new pledge no longer required a voter to “understand” the prin- 
ciples of the state party or to profess belief in the “religious” separation of 
the races. The party also eliminated the requirement that party members 
work against the FEPC.'™* 

Even with the modifications, some white moderates and liberals re- 
mained dissatisfied. In May, shortly after the state convention, Alice 
Spearman, executive director of the South Carolina Council on Human 
Relations, the state chapter of the Southern Regional Council, contacted 
John McCray for his advice on how to fight the intransigent white party. 
He encouraged whites who disagreed with the actions of the state Demo- 
cratic Party to form a new organization that would work independently 
of the ppp, although their goals would be similar. Separate organiza- 
tions were desirable, he asserted, because “some of the white citizens 
have been fed racial hocus-pocus so long” that it would take a while to 
turn them around and they probably would not be amenable to work- 
ing with the ppp.'** In actuality, though, the ppp was not interested in 
allying itself with a white organization that had no power. In arguing in 
favor of political independence, ppp executive secretary Arthur Clement 
reminded McCray that “we ate interested in participation in the regular 
Democratic Party. Now the whites will have to determine themselves as 
to which group is the regular party.” '*° 

On June 8 some eighty interested individuals — “mostly ministers and 
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women,” according to one newspaper account — formally organized the 
Citizens Democratic Party. Led by Susan Fitzsimmons Allison, past pres- 
ident of the South Carolina League of Women Voters, and William M. 
Perry, a past member of the Columbia City General Election Commis- 
sion and president of an electrical wholesale firm, the organization at- 
tracted a few of the state’s liberal whites, including several local members 
of the Southern Regional Council. The biggest complaint of the Citizens 
Democratic Party was the oath, although it also opposed the state party’s 
efforts to bar African Americans from patty membership.'*’ Cognizant 
of the anti-Truman sentiment engulfing the state, the fledgling organiza- 
tion took pains to point out that they did not endorse Truman’s civil rights 
program; however, they did state that they would support the national 
party nominees.'** The group appointed a subcommittee that met with 
the Democratic Party chairman and demanded that the party reconvene, 
repudiate the voting oath, and rewrite the primary rules in adherence 
to the Supreme Court white primary decisions. They further requested 
that the state party send delegates to Philadelphia with no instructions 
except an order not to walk out, and they wanted assurances that the 
state would support the national party in the general election. Finally, 
the group issued an ultimatum: If the state party did not alter its policies 
within ten days, the Citizens Democratic Party would select a separate 
delegation to challenge the regular party in Philadelphia.’*? Not surpris- 
ingly, party leaders refused to reconvene the convention or change party 
tules.'°° Rebuffed, the Citizens Democratic Party met again on June 29 
and appointed twenty delegates to the national convention in Philadel- 
phia.””’ Despite the decision of the state party to remain firm, six counties 
tebelled. Authorities in Pickens, Greenville, Darlington, Spartanburg, 
Laurens, and Richland Counties permitted blacks to sign party enroll- 
ment books (and thus become party members) and exempted them from 
the oath. Apparently the leaders in these counties were unwilling to risk 
an expensive lawsuit that would result if they barred blacks from party 
membership.'°* 

By late spring the southern revolt was beginning to acquire a discern- 
ible pattern. Gubernatorial support and control of the state party ma- 
chinery was crucial for a bolt to succeed. Significantly, none of the states 
that eventually threw their support to the states’ righters faced guber- 
natorial elections in 1948, and therefore they were free to devote more 
time and energy to the rebellion. In states with gubernatorial primaries, 
candidates remained cagey with regard to the states’ rights issue. In a re- 
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gion where Democratic Party politics was close to a religion, support for 
the states’ rights insurgency could brand a candidate as disloyal, with the 
result being almost definite political suicide. 

Conservatives in Georgia and Louisiana, two states that on the sur- 
face appeared likely candidates for insurgency, hesitated. In those states 
the states’ rights rebellion suffered not from a lack of enthusiasm or sup- 
port but from a lack of gubernatorial leadership. Promotion of the states’ 
rights cause fell to the state legislature or to non-officeholders. Preoccu- 
pied with the power struggle that ensued following the death of newly 
elected governor Eugene Talmadge in December 1946, Georgians gave 
little thought to a states’ rights bolt. Talmadge died during the period be- 
tween his election and his inauguration, leaving the state without a clear 
successor. In 1947 and early 1948 various factions scrambled to gain con- 
trol of the governor’s mansion. The question of Talmadge’s successor be- 
came a three-sided toss-up between the incumbent governor Ellis Arnall, 
the newly elected lieutenant governor M. E. Thompson, and Herman 
Talmadge, the son of the late governor and the probable choice of the 
pro-Talmadge state legislature. A ruling by the Georgia state court ap- 
pointed Thompson acting governor and arranged for another primary 
and general election to be held in September 1948. By the spring of 1948 
Thompson had been representing the Peach State at the Southern Gov- 
ernors’ Conference sessions, and he and Talmadge were squaring off for 
the gubernatorial primary. Both Thompson and Talmadge opposed the 
president’s civil rights program, yet neither was willing to break with the 
national party.'”* Believing strongly in the adage “like father, like son,” 
the states’ rights advocates hoped for a’Talmadge victory.'”* 

In Louisiana the states’ rights movement, like so many other issues 
in that state, became ensnared in the pro-Long /anti-Long split that had 
existed since the political reign of Huey P. Long. The lines dividing these 
groups were fluid; with any given political development, a politician 
could easily switch allegiances.'”° As it did throughout the South, support 
for the states’ rights movement in Louisiana had its origins in that state’s 
opposition to the New Deal and the 1944 effort to deny a fourth term to 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Led by then-governor Sam Jones, the Louisiana 
anti-New Dealers/states’ righters considered the New Deal’s expansion 
of the federal government’s power dangerous, particularly its broadening 
authority over internal natural resources. That year, led by the anti-Long 
forces, the Louisiana delegation cast their ballots for Virginia senator 
Harry Byrd. 


114 * THE SEARCH FOR SOUTHERN UNITY 


The real power behind the states’ rights movement in Louisiana was 
Leander Perez, the swaggering political boss of mineral-rich Plaque- 
mines Parish. Like Horace Wilkinson in Alabama, Perez did not crave 
high public office and was content instead to amass and wield power 
from his swampy fiefdom below New Orleans. Born in 1891 to an estab- 
lished Catholic family, Perez’s first language was French. Raised in rela- 
tive physical isolation in a society “in which,” his biographer notes, 
“Christianity and its moral code were regarded as absolutes and devia- 
tions were frowned upon and punished,” Perez’s passions were lit not 
by the fire of intellectual inquiry but by the prospect of raw power— 
economic and political. Perez graduated from Louisiana State Univer- 
sity in 1912 and received his law degree from Tulane in 1914. A medio- 
cte lawyer, he struggled financially.’ Like Wilkinson, Perez began his 
political career as a reform candidate, running for the Louisiana House 
of Representatives against the reigning boss of Plaquemines Parish in 
1916. He lost but “established a reputation as a reformer.” In 1919 Perez 
was appointed judge of the twenty-ninth judicial district and was later 
elected in his own right. Once in office, he set himself against the New 
Orleans Old Regulars, who had controlled Plaquemines, and eventually 
was elected district attorney, in 1924.’”’ Politically connected, Perez set 
about establishing his financial empire. He became involved in oil, sulfur, 
cattle, banking, and real estate ventures; once he was financially secure, 
he focused on politics and eventually attached himself to Governor Huey 
Long. Perez became the ultimate political boss, dispensing patronage 
and delivering huge parish majorities to the candidates he favored.'”* Like 
Long, an early supporter of the New Deal, Perez eventually came to op- 
pose Roosevelt’s attempts to expand the federal government’s regulatory 
authority over natural resources, particularly the tidelands—the oil-tich 
submerged land in the Gulf of Mexico that stretched from the mainland 
to the edge of the continental shelf.'”? It had never been legally deter- 
mined whether the region belonged to the individual states or to the na- 
tional government. Whoever won the right to administer the disputed 
territory would reap a bonanza from rental fees, royalties on production, 
and severance taxes. The greatest oil deposits lay off Louisiana’s irregular 
coastline, about 38 percent of which was within the boundaries of Plaque- 
mines and St. Bernard Parishes, Perez’s bailiwick.”’ In 1946 President 
Truman issued Executive Proclamation 2667 that claimed the oil derived 
from that land as a national resource and therefore under federal con- 
trol.?”* The Supreme Court ruling in U.S. ». Californiain 1947 granted con- 
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trol of the tidelands to the federal government. Reclaiming control of the 
tidelands became entwined with the Louisiana states’ rights movement, 
and several attorneys involved in the tidelands dispute became leaders of 
the Louisiana states’ rights organization.” 

Opposition to the president’s civil rights proposals was strong in Lou- 
isiana, yet the gubernatorial election complicated the official support for 
a bolt. Earl Long, former lieutenant governor and younger brother of 
Huey Long, had emerged as one of the top contenders following the first 
primary and went on to crush former governor and 1944 anti-Roosevelt 
leader Sam Jones in the second primary in late February.””* Both men de- 
clared their support for states’ rights. Long, who had Perez’s support, 
further promised he would not interfere with the work of the Democratic 
state central committee, whose conservative faction was controlled by 
Perez, thus creating a power vacuum into which the states’ rights conser- 
vatives would gladly step. 

The Democratic state central committee met on Match 6 to choose 
delegates for the national Democratic convention to be held in July. 
Committeeman Perez wanted the state party to officially pledge oppo- 
sition to Truman’s nomination. Long controlled the committee and re- 
fused to support this proposition. Louisiana’s delegation to the Philadel- 
phia convention contained loyalists and dissenters, although the loyalists 
claimed the majority. In early May, Long met with the president and re- 
assured him that he would have the support of the Pelican State at the 
convention and in the general election. Here Long seriously miscalcu- 
lated and underestimated the public antipathy toward the president.”” 

Louisiana was well represented within the higher councils of the states’ 
tights movement. Perez contributed not only his considerable energy and 
organizational skills but his enormous financial resources as well.””° He 
was ably assisted by John U. Barr of New Orleans, a veteran of the struggle 
to nominate Harry Byrd rather than FpR in 1944. Barr, a businessman 
in the rope and hemp industry, had close ties with wealthy southerners 
through his position as an officer of the sstc. 

Both Beauford Jester of Texas and Ben Laney of Arkansas were up 
for reelection in 1948, a consideration that seriously colored their leader- 
ship of and participation in the states’ rights crusade. Jester, an early and 
vocal opponent of President Truman’s policies, was particularly hostile 
toward the federal government’s position on the tidelands oil issue. Yet 
when push came to shove, he refused to break from the national party. 
In a speech delivered in late April, Jester capitulated: “No matter how 
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aggrieved we may feel, and . . . how deep our resentment, I do not be- 
lieve that Texas Democrats should bolt the Party.” He concluded with a 
plea for unity: “Let us do our utmost to put our Democratic House in 
order. . . . Let us go forth to the Philadelphia Convention as a united 
Party.” ?°’ In Arkansas Ben Laney considered running fora rare third term 
as governor, and his chances appeared uncertain. Although Laney was 
to become a recognized leader of the regional movement, his hold on 
the Democratic organization in his own state remained tenuous. Laney 
and state party chairman Arthur Adams were early movement support- 
ers, yet they held little sway over other party members. In Arkansas the 
absence of a unified and monolithic state party organization thwarted any 
effective efforts to organize a bolt.”* The disappointing developments in 
Texas and Arkansas underscored the primacy of the peculiarities of indi- 
vidual political cultures in determining the success or failure of the states’ 


rights bolt. 


As the outburst from southern politicians in the wake of Harry Truman’s 
civil rights message gave way to tough political choices, states’ rights 
advocates discovered a South that was less than united behind indepen- 
dent political action. Although the leaders of the revolt had not suc- 
ceeded in immediately capturing the political allegiance of the Solid 
South, they had reason to hope. The national party’s unwillingness to 
compromise and white southerners’ almost universal opposition to Harry 
Truman convinced Black Belt conservatives to carry on with the fight. 
With their gendered political rhetoric helping to confirm their identity 
and with their momentum unsteady but resonant, the states’ rights con- 
setvatives saw little reason to view their cause as lost. They set their sights 


on Philadelphia, fittingly, the birthplace of independence. 
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SETTING THE POSTWAR AGENDA 


Civil Rights, States’ Rights, and 
the Tale of Two Conventions 


It was clear that at the family reunion we were as welcome as children 
whose parentage was never established. 
DISGRUNTLED WHITE SOUTHERN DEMOCRAT 


at the Democratic National Convention, July 1948 


With an arrogance that has been rivaled only by their stupidity since they began agitating 
five months ago, a small group of Southerners will meet in Birmingham today. 
JONATHAN DANIELS 


Raleigh News and Observer, July 17, 1948 


In early July 1948, as temperatures on the East Coast crept steadily up- 
ward, a badly splintered Democratic Party limped into Philadelphia for 
its first national convention since the end of World War II. Disgruntled 
white southerners and anxious northern liberals came itching for a floor 
fight on the decisive issue of civil rights and the future direction of the 
party in the postwar era. Were the promises of the war, particularly the 
commitment to democratic principles for all citizens, to be enshrined in 
the platform, or would conservative southerners, desperate to reclaim 
their prominence within national party circles, succeed in pulling the 
party backward? 

Rising to address the hot and weary delegates on the last evening of 
the convention, Hubert Humphrey, the young liberal mayor from Min- 
neapolis, made an emotional plea on behalf of racial equality. “I ask the 
Democratic Party to march down the high-road of progressive democ- 
tacy,” he pleaded. “I ask this Convention to say in unmistakable terms that 


we proudly hail and we courageously support our President and leader, 
Harry Truman, in his great fight for civil rights.” Heeding his call, the 
delegates jumped to their feet, applauding madly. With a few well-chosen 
words, Humphrey suffused the heretofore moribund convention with a 
profound sense of purpose. Suddenly rejuvenated, the Democratic con- 
ventioneers overwhelmingly approved the civil rights plank put forth by 
the party’s liberal wing. By most accounts, the day had been won for 
civil rights.’ In reality, however, the battle for civil rights and represen- 
tative democracy was lost a few days before Humphrey’s speech and the 
famous fight on the convention floor in a series of political skirmishes 
that have long since been forgotten. Inspired by the words and actions 
of the first president to commit himself publicly to civil rights, and de- 
termined to capitalize on and extend the war’s meaning into the post- 
war era, groups of southerners composed of African Americans, white 
moderates, and veterans journeyed to Philadelphia to contest the seat- 
ing of the all-white delegations from the southern states. Pledging their 
loyalty to the national party, these challengers dared the DNc to take 
a meaningful stand for civil rights. Content with words over actions, 
platform planks over actual representation, Democratic Party leaders 
denied their requests. Party leaders set the tone for the postwar era by 
squandering this opportunity to strike a blow against oppression in the 
South. 

If black activists felt the party failed to deliver on civil rights, states’ 
tights partisans believed party leaders had gone too far. Southern Demo- 
crats had come to the convention determined to oppose both a civil 
tights plank and the nomination of President Truman. Disorganized 
and without a viable alternative candidate, however, they failed at both 
tasks. Taunted by catcalls from their fellow Democrats, delegates from 
Alabama and Mississippi stormed out of the convention hall in protest. 
Down but not out, several thousand states’ rights Democrats converged 
on Birmingham two days later to hold their own convention. Lacking 
ditection but not enthusiasm, the southern rebels transformed them- 
selves into the States’ Rights Democratic Party, and amidst rebel yells, 
jig-dancing mountain women, and portraits of Robert E. Lee, they made 
Strom Thurmond and Fielding Wright their presidential and vice-presi- 
dential candidates. The confusion and disorganization that character- 
ized the Birmingham convention mirrored the States’ Rights Democrats’ 
shaky structure, a weakness the campaign ultimately would never quite 
overcome. 
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Throughout the first half of 1948, southern Democrats were not the only 
faction of that beleaguered party to oppose Truman’s nomination; they 
were merely the most vocal. One reporter joked that the Democratic 
Party reminded him of “a ship beating itself to pieces on a rocky shore.”* 
Northern left-wing liberals had become increasingly disillusioned with 
the president, whom they regarded an unworthy successor to Roosevelt. 
They doubted his commitment to social reform; in particular, they ques- 
tioned Truman’s commitment to the rights of organized labor and criti- 
cized his decision to delay action on his civil rights program until after 
the Democratic convention in July. Some, but by no means all, liberals 
had begun to chafe at Truman’s increasingly strident anticommunism. 

Compounding liberals’ dissatisfaction was the almost universally ac- 
cepted wisdom that Truman would lose in November. Henry Wallace 
threatened to siphon off critical support in the North, and the Repub- 
licans enjoyed a commanding lead in the polls. In the months prior 
to the election, the anticommunist liberal wing, led by the Americans 
for Democratic Action (Apa), searched desperately for a replacement 
candidate.’ 

The common desire to rid the party of Harry Truman made for an 
unlikely convergence of liberal and conservative interests around the 
possible nomination of popular World War II general Dwight D. Eisen- 
hower. Conceived in March, the Eisenhower “draft” gathered momen- 
tum throughout the early spring and summer, picking up fragments of 
the Democratic Party’s right and left wings as it rolled toward the nomi- 
nating convention. By the eve of the meeting, the “Draft Eisenhower” 
movement was a bizarre and unworkable mélange that included big-city 
machine bosses Jacob Arvey of Chicago and New York mayor William 
O’Dwyer; the liberal anticommunist apa; labor leaders Philip Murray of 
the cro and Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers; the three sons 
of Franklin Delano Roosevelt; and southern New Deal senators Claude 
Pepper of Florida and Lister Hill of Alabama. 

Determined to prevent Truman’s nomination, disgruntled southern 
Democrats gravitated to the Eisenhower movement in the hopes that 
the popular general could heal the breech in the South.’ Realistically, 
had Eisenhower been nominated, the hybrid liberal-conservative coali- 
tion never would have survived the campaign. This apparently did not 
concern conservative southerners; by July it appeared that only an Eisen- 
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hower nomination could thwart a southern bolt. On the eve of the con- 
vention, members of Alabama’s loyalist and rebel factions championed 
Eisenhower’s nomination, as did delegations from Georgia and Vir- 
ginia.” Strom Thurmond jumped aboard the general’s bandwagon, and 
Governors Jester of Texas and Laney of Arkansas joined him. Among 
leading states’ righters, only Governor Wright of Mississippi and Ala- 
bama’s Horace Wilkinson refused to support a possible Eisenhower can- 
didacy.’ 

In those heady, preconvention days, Eisenhowet’s politics remained a 
mystery. No one could say for certain whether he considered himself a 
Democrat or a Republican, which only broadened his appeal and allowed 
him to be all things to all people. Southern politicians felt comfortable 
with what they believed were Eisenhowet’s compatible racial views. Sena- 
tor Olin Johnston of South Carolina considered the general “extremely 
liberal . . . except on the race issue.”* Alabama states’ rights hard-liner 
Gessner McCorvey supported Eisenhower because the general “knows 
and understands the Southern negro and appreciates our problems.” 
The movement to draft Eisenhower came to an abrupt halt on July 5 when 
the general announced he “could not accept nomination for any public 
office or participate in partisan political contests.” '” Most of the disap- 
pointed supporters accepted Eisenhower’s refusal as final."’ Desperate to 
prevent Truman’s nomination, however, other Eisenhower supporters, 
including ardent states’ rights advocates, nevertheless held out hope that 
the general would reconsider.’* These hangers-on abandoned all hope 
when, on Friday, July 9, Eisenhower gave his “final and complete” re- 
fusal to Senator Claude Pepper. Unfortunately for his supporters, the 
general’s eleventh-hour refusal made it impossible for delegates to scare 
up an alternate nominee.'* With the Eisenhower coalition blown asun- 
der and Truman’s nomination virtually guaranteed, liberal and conserva- 
tive Democrats looked toward the national convention with sullen fore- 
boding. Retreating to their respective camps, the various party factions 
turned their energy toward the party platform and the divisive issue of 
civil rights. 

The fractured and fractious Democrats descended on Philadelphia for 
the party’s national convention on July 10, resigned to nominating a can- 
didate everyone considered a sure loser. A pall settled over the City of 
Brotherly Love, the oppressive gloom of the event surpassed only by the 
stifling midsummer heat.'* Hotel managers anticipating a flood of free- 
spending conventioneers were instead plagued by hundreds of cancel- 
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lations. Everyone, from taxicab drivers to newsboys, complained about 
sluggish business.” Robert Bendiner of the Nation commented that the 
event was driven more by endurance than enthusiasm."° 

The dour mood of the Democrats contrasted sharply with the Repub- 
lican bacchanalia of two weeks earlier. Also staged in Philadelphia, the 
Republican convention was a dapper affair with a bevy of Hollywood 
movie stats and a spit-and-polish presidential nominee. The road to the 
Republican convention had been hard fought. The chief contenders for 
the nomination were New York governor and 1944 Republican presiden- 
tial candidate Thomas Dewey, Ohio senator Robert Taft, and former 
Minnesota governor Harold E. Stassen. Dewey triumphed on the third 
ballot and chose California governor Earl Warren as his running mate. 
With two attractive, progressive governors from populous states, the Re- 
publicans had assembled a formidable ticket. They also had approved a 
fairly liberal platform that included support for federal aid for housing 
and civil rights."” 

The collapse of the Eisenhower movement dealt southern Democrats 
a setious setback. Unable to prevent Truman’s nomination, they busied 
themselves in endless caucuses and meetings, desperate to devise a plan 
to block the adoption of a strong civil rights plank in the convention plat- 
form.’* Four hundred southern Democrats reconvened in the ballroom 
of the Benjamin Franklin Hotel on Sunday, July 11, to approve their final 
states’ rights declaration and agree on an alternate candidate. The meet- 
ing began in the afternoon and dragged on until 2:00 a.m. They vowed to 
work for a plank that pledged state control over elections, employment 
practices, segregation, and the punishment of crimes.” 

The choice of an alternate candidate proved difficult. On the opening 
day of the convention, no compromise candidate had yet been found. The 
group considered Laney, Wright, and Thurmond and unenthusiastically 
settled on Laney. What little support the Arkansas governor had garnered 
quickly dwindled when he announced his refusal to bolt the convention if 
Truman were nominated.”° Fed up with the vacillating Laney, the Georgia 
delegation pledged their support to favorite son Senator Richard Russell 
and urged other states to do likewise.”" 

The caucus painfully revealed that the states’ rights movement suffered 
from what one southern newspaper called a “poverty of leadership.” One 
Alabama paper observed that senators and congressmen could be found 
everywhere at the convention except at the states’ rights caucus. This was 
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unfortunate, according to Montgomery Advertiser editor Grover C. Hall Jr., 
for neither Strom Thurmond nor Fielding Wright cut “a commanding 
or even a stimulating figure.”” A dearth of recognizable leaders pos- 
sessing regional influence and credibility would remain a vexing obstacle 
throughout the states’ rights campaign. Hall also noted that the south- 
ern caucus failed to arouse much interest or concern from the pNc. A 
DNC Official attended the meeting but, bored, left halfway through the 
proceedings.** Ralph McGill of the A//anta Journal echoed Hall’s senti- 
ments, reporting that the caucus was the laughingstock among newsmen, 
who referred to the southerners as “typical Cleghorns.” * Unmindful of 
their less-than-heroic stature and with their strategy finally in place, Dixie 
Democrats anxiously anticipated the fight for states’ rights on the con- 
vention floor. 

While the states’ rights southerners cobbled together their plan of 
action, across the political aisle the apa, organized labor, and civil rights 
leaders worked to prevent the adoption of an anemic civil rights plank. 
They demanded that Truman, if nominated, commit himself to a civil 
tights plank derived from his earlier proposals.” Uncomfortably strad- 
dling the gap between southern and liberal Democrats, the Truman ad- 
ministration hoped to avoid a complete splintering of the party by em- 
bracing a civil rights plank similar to the one adopted in 1944.”° 

The administration won round one when the drafting committee pre- 
sented a moderate civil rights plank to the full platform committee. 
Despite the efforts of Hubert Humphrey and former Wisconsin con- 
gressman Andrew Biemiller, the platform committee approved the tepid, 
ambiguous statement.”’ Civil rights leaders were understandably disap- 
pointed by the administration’s apparent backpedaling on civil rights. An 
irate Walter White warned Chairman McGrath that “such a surrender to 
expediency . . . would be disastrous.” ** But the wording of the platform 
was not the only weapon in the battle waged on behalf of civil rights 
at the convention. Determined to test the depths of the national party’s 
commitment to democracy, alternate delegates from South Carolina and 
Mississippi had journeyed to Philadelphia to challenge the seating of the 
all-white states’ rights delegations. Although they would make a valiant 
effort, the challengers would depart Philadelphia unrecognized and dis- 
appointed by a national party more concerned with politics than with 
justice. 
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The Progressive Democrats and Citizen Democrats from South Caro- 
lina and pro-Truman delegates from Mississippi probably realized their 
chances for unseating the regular delegations were slim. Never in the his- 
tory of the Democratic Party had a state delegation been denied its seat.” 
To make matters worse, the DNC appeared indifferent to the impending 
challenges. Indeed, Chairman McGrath claimed never to have heard of 
John McCray or the ppp. The pNc chairman further dampened the hopes 
of the challengers by announcing that it did not matter that the regular 
all-white delegations had pledged themselves against Truman; the Cre- 
dentials Committee would decide who would be seated.*° 

Everything appeared to be going smoothly for the all-white delega- 
tions when the challengers failed to attend a preconvention meeting on 
July 10.** With no challengers in sight, the Credentials Committee voted 
to seat the all-white delegation from South Carolina.” Apparently the 
DNC had failed to inform the ppp of the date and time of the meeting, 
for the black delegation did not even arrive in Washington until late in 
the afternoon on July ro. John McCray successfully appealed to the Cre- 
dentials Committee, and a hearing was scheduled for July 13, at which 
time the committee would also consider the challenges of the Citizen 
Democrats from South Carolina and a group of pro-Truman Mississippi 
Democrats.** Senator Johnston and Governor Thurmond both planned 
to be on hand to defend the seats of the all-white delegation. 

The fight before the Credentials Committee took place on July 13 
and lasted five hours. The Citizen Democrats of South Carolina were 
represented by Chairman L. A. Fletcher, a casketmaker from Leesville, 
South Carolina, and Dave Baker, a Columbia attorney. John McCray and 
Arthur J. Clement Jr. presented the Progressive Democrats’ challenge, 
and Charles Hamilton of Aberdeen, Mississippi, and leader of the Young 
Democrats in the state, spoke on behalf of Mississippi’s pro-Truman 
challengers. Representatives from the three groups urged the commit- 
tee to put the war’s meaning into action, and each made a concerted 
effort to appeal to the democratic principles of the committee members 
by comparing the actions of the all-white delegations to the actions of 
totalitarian nations. Speaking first, the Citizen Democrats demanded the 
disqualification of the Thurmond delegation on the grounds that it was 
illegally constituted because it excluded African Americans and therefore 
did not represent the entite population of South Carolina. They chal- 
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lenged the delegation on what they called “a thought-control, fascistic 
oath” that required voters to profess their support of racial segregation. 
The oath, Dave Baker argued, “disenfranchised all the . . . intelligent 
people of South Carolina.” ** Furthermore, Thurmond’s group was dis- 
loyal, while the Citizen Democrats were “willing to follow and abide by 
the rules of the Democratic Party . . . to vote for the nominee of the 
Democratic Party . . . [and] to grant franchise to all people, regardless of 
race, color or creed.” ** Baker turned the party’s own rhetoric to his ad- 
vantage and challenged the Credentials Committee to back its words with 
action. “Just as our government in world affairs must lend a supporting 
hand to every progressive and liberal element of the world,” Baker con- 
jectured, “T say that the Democratic party has got to help us in these states 
in particular where the progressive elements are being suppressed.” If the 
Democratic Party was serious about promoting progressive democracy, 
Baker contended, let them act now. To fail to do so “will give notice to the 
entire nation that they are supporting the reactionary groups which have 
controlled and dominated South Carolina politics for so many, many 
years.” *” 

Patriotic rhetoric aside, the Citizen Democrats were less convincing 
when questioned about their organization’s qualifications for and particu- 
lar demands regarding representation at the national convention. Baker 
acknowledged that only seventeen counties sent representatives to their 
conventions and that only four party members had traveled to the na- 
tional convention, not nearly enough to replace the regular delegation. 
L. A. Fletcher promised that he could “round up” additional delegates 
if their organization was recognized. Baker and Fletcher contradicted 
each other with regard to the group’s demands. Baker asserted that his 
group would not accept a partial settlement. Fletcher vacillated, at one 
time asking for all twenty seats, at another time agreeing to proportional 
representation. Flustered, he finally agreed to accept “whatever we are 
permitted.” ** 

In contrast to the Citizen Democrats, whose last-minute organizing 
made it difficult for them to achieve full representation at their state con- 
vention, the ppp benefited from four years of political organizing. The 
ppp had held conventions at the precinct, county, and state levels. Unlike 
the meeting of the regular state party, all ppp conventions were “open 
to all races, and all people.” *” Charleston businessman Arthur J. Clem- 
ent Jr. stated that the ppp likewise based its challenge on the grounds that 
the “delegates of the Democratic party of South Carolina were elected 
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illegally and in defiance of all federal courts” and hence did not repre- 
sent the majority of the state’s citizens. Aware that the Democratic Party 
was bidding for the African American vote in key northern states, Clem- 
ent reminded the committee that black voters “in those key and impor- 
tant states” supported the ppp.** Anticipating that the committee might 
consider the ppp a third party and hence unworthy of representation in 
Democratic Party councils, Clement informed them that members of the 
ppp desired to become members of the regular Democratic Party but had 
been barred by whites. Finally, Clement asked the committee to award 
the ppp proportional representation — one-third of the delegate seats.” 

Charles Hamilton of the Young Democrats of Mississippi represented 
the pro-Truman Democrats of that state. Hamilton claimed his delega- 
tion was selected at a meeting following the Mississippi Democratic con- 
vention in late June and that delegates representing a majority of the 
state’s counties attended the meeting. Hamilton declined to make pub- 
lic the names of his delegates, saying that if their names were published, 
any of their relatives holding state jobs would lose them.” One Missis- 
sippi newspaper later reported that several members of his delegation 
were former Gls.** Hamilton reminded the committee of the Mississippi 
Democratic Party’s 1944 bolt. He spoke of the February states’ rights 
mass meeting at which he had been drowned out by boos from states’ 
tighters. The Mississippi states’ righters would not vote for the national 
party nominee come November, he contended. “They are here only as a 
gesture.” Hamilton asked that the Credentials Committee deny the Mis- 
sissippi delegation its seats unless it pledged itself to support national 
party nominees.** 

Senator Olin Johnston of South Carolina, a member of the Creden- 
tials Committee, led the question-and-answer period. Johnston steered 
clear of the race issue and the exclusionary nature of the South Carolina 
state convention and focused instead on technicalities and procedural 
questions. He first attempted to define the ppp as a third party with no 
legitimate claim on delegate seats. Had not the ppp run a candidate for 
the U.S. Senate in 1944, coincidentally, against Johnston himself? Clem- 
ent acknowledged that the ppp had indeed run Osceola McKaine for the 
U.S. Senate in 1944, but except for listing McKaine as their candidate 
for senator, the ballots of the Democratic and Progressive Democratic 
Parties were identical. To counter accusations that they were a third party, 
Clement informed the committee that the ppp planned to dissolve once 
it received representation in the state Democratic Party.*° Johnston then 
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tried to disqualify the ppp’s challenge on the grounds that the black party 
had not held meetings in all state precincts.** John McCray tartly replied 
that “if the Senator read his own hometown papers, he would find... 
that some 200 clubs or more of your Party didn’t have any meetings at 
all. So I don’t think that would affect our case any, whatsoever.” McCray 
reminded the committee of Waring’s court decision, “which distinctly 
says that persons of all races desiring to belong to the Democratic Party 
in South Carolina should have the right to do so.” According to McCray, 
the state Democratic Party violated Waring’s decision.” 

Strom Thurmond, representing the all-white delegation, continued 
Johnston’s line of questioning, challenging both the ppp and the Citizen 
Democrats on procedural grounds. Thurmond vigorously denounced 
proportional representation and threatened to walk out of the conven- 
tion if the challengers were seated.** When asked by Credentials Commit- 
tee member George Vaughan, a black delegate from Missouri, whether 
the state Democratic Party’s precinct club membership was open to Afri- 
can Americans, Thurmond responded that “the precinct clubs have been 
open, as they have in the past. We don’t have any law in the primaries 
known in our state. The precincts were governed by the rules of the pri- 
mary. As I stated, whatever decision has been handed down by the federal 
coutts, we have complied with it.” Apparently Vaughan was not satisfied 
with Thurmond’s response and again asked him to answer the question. 
Thurmond snapped, “I will answer you nothing!” and stormed out of 
the meeting.” 

Other committee members continued to hammer at the procedural 
issues. One commented that McCray and the ppp should have sought rep- 
resentation in the regular Democratic Party at the precinct and county 
levels. An exasperated McCray defended his organization, replying, “We 
could not belong to the club or precinct, so how could we file a case, 
sit, when we could not get in?” Frustrated, McCray told the committee 
of the case of Dillon County, South Carolina, in which eight blacks had 
attended their precinct meeting and were elected to the Dillon County 
Convention. However, the chairman of the South Carolina spEc sent 
a letter to Dillon party officials informing them that under party rules, 
blacks could not attend club meetings and be elected delegates. The black 
delegates were disqualified. Hoping to avoid a confrontation with white 
southern Democrats, the Credentials Committee listened politely but 
chose ultimately to ignore the ugly facts of disfranchisement, preferring 
instead to blame the victims for not following proper procedures.” 
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Despite their best efforts, the challengers came up short. The Creden- 
tials Committee voted to seat the South Carolina delegation, although 
three members abstained. Mississippi’s all-white delegation had a more 
difficult time. Although the committee voted that Mississippi be seated, 
it was by a narrow ts to 11 margin. George Vaughan moved, and another 
member seconded, that the seating of the all-white Mississippi delegation 
be denied. The motion was defeated.” 

The Progressive Democrats, McCray announced, were “puzzled but 
certainly not humiliated nor daunted” by the committee’s decision. Nev- 
ertheless, he expressed disillusionment at the Credentials Committee’s 
preference to confine itself to a narrow ruling. “It is difficult to under- 
stand the legal and moral grounds, if any, upon which these actions were 
based,” he stated. “If this is to be the position of the Democratic Party, 
though confronted by rulings of our courts to the contrary, then Negroes 
who have so faithfully supported it and who have seen in its leadership 
hope for consolation and help to all our troubled people, are now con- 
fronted with an era of privation and constitutional abrogations.” Despite 
this setback, the ppp would continue to fight for inclusion in the Demo- 
cratic Party and for a Democratic victory in November. “We are certainly 
not relenting one step in our efforts to live freer and happier,” McCray 
stated. “We return home geared to complete our task, as proud of our 
country as ever and as loyal to our convictions as ever. We plan to continue 
the Progressive Democratic Party in South Carolina.” ** 

The states’ rights delegations had survived the challenges, and as the 
convention opened, they stood poised for a fight on the party platform. 
When the convention finally got under way, white southern delegates 
immediately found themselves on the defensive. First, George Vaughan 
submitted a minority report challenging the seating of the Mississippi 
delegation. Supported by nine other members of the committee, the re- 
port objected to the resolutions adopted by the Mississippi state Demo- 
cratic convention on June 22 that bound delegates to oppose the presi- 
dent or any other candidate who supported civil rights. His voice was 
neatly drowned out by a deafening hail of boos from Dixie delegates, 
but Vaughan asked that the convention bar the states’ rights delegation 
from Mississippi. After enumerating the resolutions passed by the Mis- 
sissippi state legislature, Vaughan asked that the convention accept his 
report, “in behalf of the 15 million Negroes of this country.” Although 
twelve states and the District of Columbia opposed the seating of the 
states’ rights delegation from Mississippi, the delegates accepted by voice 
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vote the majority report of the Credentials Committee. The Mississippi 
states’ rights forces could finally take their seats.** The states’ rights rebels 
never forgave Vaughan. Later in the summer, Alabama state party chair- 
man Gessner McCorvey used a picture of Vaughan at the Philadelphia 
convention in an effort to arouse white southerners. “I don’t think I ever 
saw a human being whose picture more resembled a gorilla,” McCorvey 
crassly wrote.”* 

The main battle, as expected, came over the wording of the platform. 
Former Texas governor Dan Moody, Tennessee delegate Cecil Sims, and 
Mississippi Speaker of the House Walter Sillers gave minority reports 
for the southern delegates calling fora states’ rights provision. They im- 
plored the convention to return to the “fundamental principles” upon 
which the party was founded and to pledge to prevent the encroachment 
of the federal government into the domestic affairs of the states.”° 

These states’ rights resolutions were followed by liberal resolutions. 
Andrew Biemiller, whom Truman considered a “crackpot,” submitted the 
minority resolution of the apa affiliates, cosponsored by Humphrey.” 
The Wisconsin delegate elicited prolonged applause when he com- 
mended Truman “for his courageous stand on the issue of civil rights.” 
The Humphrey-Biemiller resolution called on Congress “to support our 
president” in guaranteeing the rights to “full and equal political participa- 
tion,” to “equal opportunity of employment,” to “security of person,” and 
to “equal treatment in the services and defense of our Nation.” °’ Sensing 
the convention’s momentum and hoping to capitalize on it, Humprey 
ascended the podium. He fervently implored the party faithful to ful- 
fill the Democratic promise. “There will be no hedging, and there will 
be no watering down . . . of the instruments and the principles of the 
civil rights program,” he promised. “There are those who say to you— 
we are rushing this issue of civil rights,” Humphrey declared. “I say we 
are a hundred and seventy-two years late. . . . The time has arrived for 
the Democratic party to get out of the shadow of states’ rights and walk 
forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human rights.” *° 

Humphrey’s articulated vision unleashed pandemonium in the con- 
vention hall. When the celebrating had subsided long enough for a vote 
to be recorded, the southerners were soundly beaten as the convention 
tebuked their minority resolution 925 to 309. Although every delegate 
from the South voted for it, there were only eleven votes from outside the 
old confederacy. Moreover, the Biemiller-Humphrey resolution passed 
by 6514 to 5822. Cheers and jeers filled the convention hall following the 
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final tally. Amidst the mayhem Handy Ellis, chairperson of the Alabama 
delegation and leader of the walkout faction, and delegate Bull Connor, 
Birmingham’s commissioner of public safety, attempted to get the atten- 
tion of convention chairman Sam Rayburn. They wanted to capitalize 
on the dramatic moment and announce Alabama’s withdrawal from the 
convention. Ellis, Connor, and several other members of the Alabama 
delegation perched on their seats, waving the Alabama banner. “Holler 
like hell, Bull— Holler!” Ellis cried. The Montgomery Advertiser reported 
that “Bull was hollering like the devil’s own loudspeaker . . . [and] looked 
like he would like to bust. His eyes popped out. The mighty vocal cords 
swelled up, blue and purple and scarlet, in his open shirt.” Much to the 
Alabamians’ dismay, Rayburn failed to recognize them and, instead, re- 
cessed the convention until the evening. As he was filing out of the con- 
vention hall, a distressed Bull Connor told an assemblage of reporters, 
“T’ve always admired Sam Rayburn. I’ve always thought of him as a great 
statesman. But I hollered for five minutes. People heard me all over the 
hall. And when a gentleman from Texas will not recognize a delegate 
from Alabama—wvell, I just can’t understand it. No, sir!” 

The southern rebels stood poised to strike when the convention recon- 
vened that evening at seven o’clock. As the delegates prepared to nomi- 
nate a presidential and vice-presidential candidate, Rayburn finally rec- 
ognized Alabama’s Handy Ellis. Ellis announced that Alabama’s electors 
were instructed “never to cast their vote for a Republican, never to cast 
their vote for Harry Truman, and never to cast their vote for any candi- 
date with a civil rights program such as adopted by the convention.” He 
further informed the convention that half of the state’s delegation was 
also pledged to walk out if the convention adopted a strong civil rights 
plank. He continued, “Without hatred and without anger, and without 
fear, but with disillusionment and disappointment, we are faced with the 
necessity of carrying out our pledges to the people of Alabama, and that 
we cannot with honor further participate in the proceedings of this Con- 
vention... we bid you good bye.” Ellis and the other twelve bolters of the 
Alabama delegation then marched out of the convention hall, followed 
by the entire Mississippi delegation as the galleries booed and jeered.” 
The conductor of the sixty-piece convention band later reported that he 
twice had been offered “substantial sums” to play “Dixie” when the Ala- 
bama delegation walked out of the hall.°t He declined the bribes, and 
the delegates filed out accompanied only by the catcalls of their fellow 
Democrats. As Ellis passed the Wisconsin delegation, a representative 
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from the Dairy State bellowed, “Good riddance. We'll win in November 
without you.” To which Ellis replied, “The hell you will. Harry Truman 
won't get $5.50 from the white people in Alabama to help his campaign.” * 

The departing southerners made a poor impression on the remaining 
delegates. “They were all rather small, shrunken-looking men,” recalled 
Katie Louchheim, a convention delegate and later director of Women’s 
Activities for the pNc. “Perhaps it was just my mood, but we were in an 
unait-conditioned hall. The men were in shirtsleeves. And they went out 
in a fashion that seemed to me to make them all look like little men.” 
Apparently at least one member of the Mississippi delegation anticipated 
encountering more than just boos. J. Oliver Emmerich, editor of the 
McComb Enterprise-Journal, recalled that Mississippi delegate Weaver Gore 
had a ball and knife strapped around his waist. “Look-a here,” Gore said 
to Emmerich, revealing his weapon, “no son-of-a-bitch better put his 
hands on me.” ** No one did. The remaining southerners refused to ac- 
cept the Truman nomination. The Georgia delegation nominated Sena- 
tor Richard B. Russell, the band this time struck up a rousing version of 
“Dixie,” and southern delegates paraded around the convention floor. 
Despite the southern defection, Truman gained the nomination easily. 
Russell eventually received 263 votes, all from the South.” 

While the president waited offstage, conventioneers spent the next 
hour choosing his running mate. Alben W. Barkley, the septuagenarian 
Senate minority leader from Kentucky, earlier had received the nod from 
‘Truman and was nominated by acclamation. Finally, at 2:00 a.M., Truman 
mounted the rostrum to deliver his acceptance speech to the exhausted 
delegates. Public oratory had never been the president’s forte; coming 
on the heels of rousing civil rights debates, Truman’s acceptance speech, 
most delegates assumed, would be anticlimactic. 

To everyone’s surprise Truman delivered a blistering speech full of the 
fighting spirit that would energize his campaign in the months ahead. 
Lambasting the Republican platform as “a long list of promises,” Truman 
stated he had decided to give them an opportunity to make good on them. 
The president announced to the shocked delegates that he would call the 
Republican Congress back into session on July 26. He had called the Re- 
publicans’ bluff.°° 

As the convention wound down, the daunting task the bolting south- 
erners had set for themselves was only beginning to take shape. In just 
a few short days they would converge on Birmingham to chart the next 
stage of their protest. If their experience at the national convention prof- 
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Governor Strom Thurmond at the Democratic National Convention, Philadelphia, July 1948. 
Photograph courtesy of Special Collections, Clemson University Libraries, 


Clemson, South Carolina. 


fered any indication of what they could expect in the months ahead, they 
must have anticipated the Birmingham meeting with some foreboding. 
Lacking both a clear leader and a well-articulated plan, and harassed by 
national party liberals and organized minority factions on their home 
turf, states’ rights southerners were quickly discovering that fomenting 
a revolution would be more difficult than they had originally thought. 


“The chips are down. The die is cast,” a defiant Fielding Wright wrote to 
former Alabama governor Frank Dixon. “We must make Birmingham 
the beginning of our . . . fight to save the South.” ®’ Two days later, sev- 
eral thousand determined white southerners journeyed to that industrial 
metropolis for the culmination of the protest that had begun five months 
earlier. An event that should have marked the high point of solidarity in- 
stead exposed some of the problems that would plague the states’ rights 
forces for the next three and a half months. 

Theit common opposition to Harry Truman and his civil rights pro- 
gram aside, states’ rights leaders achieved unanimity on little else. Dis- 
agreements over strategy and confusion over what the Birmingham 
convention had actually accomplished left many supporters dissatisfied. 
Birmingham also exposed the ideological gulfs among individual rebels, 
revealing yet another division within the southern political spectrum. 
Some states’ rights supporters such as Strom Thurmond complained of 
“extremists” within their ranks and agonized over how to promote states’ 
tights and segregation without resorting to blatantly racist language and 
ideology. The more moderate Dixie rebels found themselves in a bind, 
awate that the racist political language of the last half-century was be- 
coming a liability outside their core constituency in the postwar era. But 
lacking a broader, more encompassing conservative agenda that would 
appeal to voters outside the Deep South, and desperate for support, the 
more moderate members readily joined their radical brothers in the gutter 
of white supremacy. 


Bruised but not beaten, some 6,000 rebellious southern Democrats de- 
scended on Birmingham’s Municipal Auditorium on Saturday, July 17, 
determined to avenge their defeat at the Philadelphia convention. Ironi- 
cally, the convention hall that in 1938 had been the site of the land- 
mark meeting of the integrationist scHw hosted the self-appointed gate- 
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keepers of white supremacy ten years later.** The meeting originally was 
scheduled to be held in a hotel conference room that could accommo- 
date three hundred persons. By Friday afternoon, organizers recognized 
that thousands of white southerners desired to attend the convention, so 
they switched the location to the city’s red brick auditorium. This sud- 
den change of plans left the auditorium’s staff with barely twenty-four 
hours to prepare for the event. The hall’s large wrestling ring was dis- 
mantled and replaced by a speaker’s platform. Hoping to avoid a “sec- 
tional atmosphere,” the arrangements committee requested decorations 
that were strictly Americana. Auditorium employees festooned the walls 
with red, white, and blue bunting, and American flags stood like sentries 
at the hall’s entrance. The more partisan delegates, however, happily dis- 
covered a flag company, conveniently located down the street from the 
auditorium, that was gladly selling scores of Confederate flags. 

Fortunately for the financially strapped states’ rights forces, the audi- 
torium had been furnished free of charge, and the Birmingham Cham- 
ber of Commerce offered to replenish the conventioneers’ energy with 
a steady supply of soft drinks and sandwiches. Organizers hired a band 
and made special lighting and wiring arrangements to accommodate the 
neatly 150 news personnel expected to be on hand to cover the event. 
Conference leaders must have been pleased with the attention their move- 
ment was garnering from the media. The convention was broadcast over 
the three major radio networks, and the National Broadcasting Com- 
pany televised the proceedings.” Putting the sound thrashing they had 
received in the City of Brotherly Love behind them, the states’ righters 
reveled in the growing enthusiasm and strength on their home turf. The 
battle had been joined. 

Delegates seasonally attired in “shirt-sleeves and broad-brimmed hats” 
began pouring into the Magic City on Friday, July 16. Although con- 
vention organizers bragged that representatives from thirteen southern 
states attended the event, the majority of the delegates came from Missis- 
sippi, South Carolina, and Alabama. Like the prior states’ rights meetings 
and caucuses, the Birmingham convention exhibited the “y’all come” 
atmosphere of a revival meeting. There were no qualifications for attend- 
ing the conference, and anyone who cared to attend was granted entrance. 
Just about anyone could acquire a delegate’s badge, one conventioneer 
noted, “just so [long as] they’re Believers.” But few political movements 
survive on messianic zeal alone. Unfortunately for states’ rights support- 
ers, most of the delegates were political novices, small-time officeholders, 
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or curious observers with no official standing in the Democratic Party. 
The Virginia delegation consisted of four students from the University 
of Virginia and a young woman who had stopped off in Birmingham on 
her way home from New Orleans. A Kentucky-born Alabamian was the 
sole representative of the Blue Grass State.” 

The most prominent figures at Birmingham were Strom Thurmond, 
Fielding Wright, former Alabama governor Frank Dixon, Mississippi 
senators James Eastland and John Stennis, Mississippi congressmen John 
Bell Williams and William Colmer, and former governors Hugh White of 
Mississippi and Sam Jones of Louisiana. Aside from the Mississippi con- 
tingent, politicians of national renown stayed away. Senator Richard B. 
Russell of Georgia, who received 263 votes from southern delegates at 
the Philadelphia convention, let it be known that he did not wish to 
be nominated by the Birmingham convention. Other southern leaders, 
such as Governor Ben Laney of Arkansas, Governor Beauford Jester of 
Texas, and Governor William Tuck of Virginia, who had supported the 
movement back in February, declined to attend.’’ Even a few recognized 
States’ Rights leaders approached the conference with ambivalence. As 
late as July 16, reports circulated that Thurmond felt the conclave was 
being held too soon, and that neither he nor any other member of the 
South Carolina convention delegation planned to attend.” 

Alabama States’ Rights leaders established campaign headquarters at 
the Tutwiler Hotel and had begun planning the conference Thursday 
evening. Messages exchanged between the convention headquarters and 
local States’ Rights leaders remained vague as to the purpose of the meet- 
ing. As late as the day before the conference, it remained unclear whether 
the States’ Rights Democrats would name their own candidates for presi- 
dent and vice-president or, instead, work to convince the presidential 
electors in the individual southern states to withhold their votes from 
President Truman in an attempt to deny either candidate a majority and 
thus throw the election into the House of Representatives.’* The last- 
minute conference details were finalized on Friday evening by a steering 
committee composed of Fielding Wright, fellow Mississippian Wallace 
Wright, Horace Wilkinson, Sidney Smyer, and Frank Dixon from Ala- 
bama.” The steering committee represented the movement's more tadi- 
cal elements and was responsible for determining the direction and set- 
ting the mood of the conference. Considering the personalities involved, 
the tone promised to be strident. 

By the time Alabama state Democratic Party chairman Gessner T. 
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McCorvey called the convention to order at 11:00 a.M., delegates had 
packed the 6,000-seat hall to the rafters, with the exception of an upper- 
level gallery normally reserved for blacks. That area remained empty. 
Hundreds of fervent followers milled along the sidewalks outside, fol- 
lowing the proceedings on an outdoor sound system.” Police Chief 
Floyd Eddins told the Birmingham News it was the largest crowd ever gath- 
ered in and around the auditorium.’® Mixing with the states’ rights faith- 
ful were ten picketers representing Henry Wallace’s Progressive Party. 
Hopelessly outnumbered, they quietly departed as the conference got 
under way.’ 

Despite the hour-long delay, their amateur status, and the 90° heat, 
the conferees whooped it up like seasoned professionals. College stu- 
dents from Alabama, Tennessee, Georgia, Virginia, and Mississippi who 
had caravanned to Birmingham to participate in the conference pro- 
vided much of the energy and color during the proceedings. Among them 
were seventy-five students from the University of Mississippi who, re- 
flecting the socioeconomic ties of many of the states’ rights supporters, 
came decked out in black planters’ hats and carried the Confederate flag. 
‘Treated as if they were state dignitaries, the students had the honor of a 
state highway patrol escort that led them to the Alabama border.” 

At the conclusion of his opening remarks, McCorvey yielded the mi- 
crophone to the Reverend John Buchanan, a Baptist preacher from Bir- 
mingham, who asked God to “purge ftom [the delegates’] hearts all preju- 
dice.” Following the invocation, Metropolitan Opera star Ruby Mercer 
sang the “Star Spangled Banner” and “Dixie” as the audience cheered, 
clapped, stomped their feet, and sang along. Adopted by the southern 
crowd as one of their own, Mercer later told reporters she was actually a 
registered New York Republican.” Convention chairman Walter Sillers 
told the cheering crowd that “we are here to warn that group who claims 
to be the Democratic party that principles still prevail in this land” and 
that he would fight for states’ rights “until doomsday.” Senator Stennis 
of Mississippi and Frank Upchurch from the Florida delegation followed 
with preliminary speeches that castigated Truman and his civil rights 
program. With the crowd sufficiently aroused, Chairman Sillers finally 
turned the podium over to Frank Dixon for the keynote address.*° 

Dixon set the tone for the convention and the campaign by empha- 
sizing the very issue that had sparked the revolt: race. Speaking to the 
enthusiastic throng, he grossly misrepresented Truman’s civil rights pro- 
posals and accused the president of “trying to enforce a social revolution 
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in the South.” Dixon warned that Truman meant to eliminate segregation 
in the public and private schools “from grade schools through colleges.” 
Black schoolteachers would soon have charge over their white children, 
which would inevitably lead to an increase “in immorality, in vice [and] 
in crime.” Truman, he charged, supported the desegregation of public 
transportation, housing, restaurants, theaters, beauty shops, swimming 
pools, and ball games. Racial intermingling, he predicted, would only 
foster hostility, bitterness, and violence. 

Dixon continued his harangue against the president by attacking the 
other civil rights proposals. He warned that the creation of a permanent 
FEPC would require all businesses to meet racial hiring quotas, and that 
elimination of the poll tax would result in mass registration of igno- 
tant, uneducated, unqualified blacks. An antilynching law was unneces- 
saty, Dixon argued, because “we . . . know that there is no lynching in 
the South.” “Government is a dangerous thing,” Dixon warned, and he 
implored his white southern brethren to protect basic democratic prin- 
ciples to guard against the establishment of a police state. Failure to fight 
Truman’s “vicious program” would inevitably “reduce us to the status of 
a mongrel, inferior race, mixed in blood, our Anglo-Saxon heritage a 
mockery.” *" 

The convention floor erupted in a wild celebration that lasted almost 
as long as the speech itself. “The floor was a surging sea of frenzy and 
the crowd in the galleries were cheering,” one newsmagazine reported. 
Confederate flags waved wildly, and one college student paraded down 
the aisles carrying aloft a huge portrait of Robert E. Lee.*’ The bedlam 
lasted nearly twenty minutes before Chairman Sillers gaveled the crowd 
back to order. The morning’s final speaker, Lloyd E. Price, a vile, race 
baiting state representative from Texas, pinned the blame for the coun- 
try’s race problems on New Englanders who had first brought the “howl- 
ing, screaming savages” to the New World from Africa.*? On this low 
note, the convention convened for lunch. One Alabama newspaper re- 
ported that during these racist harangues, the American Broadcasting 
Company had ceased broadcasting the convention because “it was too 
inflammatory.” ** 

While the teeming crowd cheered on Dixon and the other speakers, 
states’ rights insiders worked feverishly to produce a presidential candi- 
date. As late as noon on the day of the convention, political reporters 
predicted Governor Laney and Governor Thurmond would be the presi- 
dential and vice-presidential candidates, although some picked Fielding 
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Wright for the second spot. This plan soon went awry. Like Thurmond, 
Laney had his doubts about attending the conference. One newspaper 
reported that on his way home to Arkansas from the Philadelphia con- 
vention, Laney told reporters in Cincinnati that neither he nor any of the 
Arkansas delegates would go to Birmingham. By the time he reached St. 
Louis, he had changed both his mind and his train and was on his way 
to Alabama. Laney arrived in Birmingham on Friday, checked into his 
hotel, and never left his suite for the duration of the convention. During 
the noon recess he formally withdrew his name from consideration for 
the presidential nomination. He felt the best hope for defeating the civil 
tights plank was through the state Democratic organizations, not a thitd 
patty.”° 

In lieu of this development, states’ rights leaders turned their attention 
to Thurmond, who initially had not planned to attend. The South Caro- 
lina governor had been detained on state business and did not arrive in 
Birmingham until late Saturday morning. While the conventioneers were 
enjoying lunch, Fielding Wright, Laney, and Thurmond remained clos- 
eted in conference. States’ rights leaders appealed to Thurmond to accept 
the official command of the organization. Though he felt the convention 
had been organized too hastily, Thurmond agreed to accept the states’ 
tights mantle by the time the caucus reconvened at 2:30 p.m. *° Apparently 
Thurmond made this decision during, not before, this closed-door con- 
ference. His closest political allies did not accompany him to the conven- 
tion and were surprised by his decision. In an interview given more than 
forty years later, Thurmond advisor and Charleston attorney Robert Figg 
stated that had he gone with the South Carolina governor to Birming- 
ham, he would have advised Thurmond against accepting the nomina- 
tion. At the time, some observers in the Palmetto State saw Thurmond’s 
candidacy as a public relations ploy designed to improve his chances in 
the 1950 U.S. Senate Democratic primary. In later years Thurmond denied 
this accusation.*” 

Alabama Governor James Folsom gave a brief welcoming speech to 
open the convention’s afternoon session, providing one of the gather- 
ing’s more awkward moments. The rebellious crowd greeted Folsom with 
lukewarm applause. The Alabama governor was on record as opposing 
Truman’s civil rights proposals but had remained within the loyalist camp 
and had steadfastly refused to bolt the party. In his address Folsom criti- 
cized the president but offered no words of support for the bolters. 

Following Folsom’s speech Horace Wilkinson delivered the report of 
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the resolutions committee. The eight-point “Statement of Principles” af- 
firmed their belief in the Constitution as “the greatest charter of human 
liberty” and their opposition to “the elimination of segregation, the re- 
peal of miscegenation statutes, the control of private employment by fed- 
eral bureaucrats called for by the misnamed civil rights program.” The 
committee’s resolutions were unanimously adopted by the delegates, and 
the floor erupted in a boisterous demonstration of support. The audience 
howled and stomped its feet when seventy-nine-year-old Beulah Waller, 
nicknamed “the wool hat woman of Byron, Georgia,” expressed her en- 
thusiasm for states’ rights by performing an impromptu jig on the audi- 
torium stage.** 

Indicative of the confusion that permeated the states’ rights effort, 
the statement declared that “the Birmingham conference . . . did not 
form a new party and did not nominate anyone for any office.” Unwilling 
to sever themselves completely from the national Democratic Party, the 
States’ Rights Democrats merely “recommended” that the state Demo- 
ctatic parties nominate Thurmond and Wright “as candidates for Presi- 
dent and Vice-President of their State Democratic Parties.” *? Neverthe- 
less, the events in Birmingham bore the marks of the birth of a new 
political party. At least one of the South’s ardent states’ rights newspapers 
reported as much.”” Throughout the course of the presidential campaign, 
leading states’ righters would adamantly maintain that neither Thurmond 
nor Wright were nominees and that the Birmingham conference did not 
herald the formation of a new party. Speaking in Jackson shortly after 
returning from the convention, Fielding Wright commented, “We were 
recommended to the Democratic parties in the various states as men suit- 
able to be president and vice-president.” °' Thurmond promptly contra- 
dicted Wright but said that “all those matters will be cleared up.” ** Con- 
fusion over what actually had transpired in Birmingham would plague 
the campaign in the ensuing months. 

Finally, around 6:00 p.m., the zealous, rebellious southerners pro- 
ceeded to formally nominate Strom Thurmond and Fielding Wright as 
the party’s presidential and vice-presidential candidates. Some states’ 
tights supporters in Florida, Alabama, and his home state of Mississippi 
had wanted Wright for the top position. Demonstrating a self-awareness 
uncharacteristic of politicians, Wright had discouraged this, saying, “I 
do not feel that Iam a man of sufficient political stature to accept such a 
nomination.” ’* Strom Thurmond operated under no such personal mis- 
givings. 


SETTING THE POSTWAR AGENDA * 139 


When it was his turn to speak, Thurmond strode to the platform to 
the tune of “Dixie” under the escort of the American and Confederate 
battle flags, followed by a portrait of General Robert E. Lee and the 
South Carolina flag.’* He reminded the audience of how “for our loyalty 
to the party we have been stabbed in the back by a president who has be- 
trayed every principle of the Democratic party in his desite to win at any 
cost.” He warned his audience that the enactment of Truman’s civil rights 
proposals would “lead to a police state.” He predicted that “if the anti- 
poll tax laws are passed, it won’t be long until there are bayonets around 
yout ballot boxes.” In an attempt to repackage the rough discourse of 
white supremacy and thus assume a broader appeal, Thurmond declared 
his desire to focus the campaign on the constitutional question of states’ 
tights. Unfortunately, he could only distance himself so far and soon re- 
turned to extremist language to rally the segregationists. “There’s not 
enough troops in the Army to force the southern people to break down 
segregation and admit the Negro race into our theaters, into our swim- 
ming pools, into schools and into our homes,” Thurmond shouted to 
thunderous applause.”* 

The conventioneers next clarified their intention to win the 127 elec- 
toral college votes of the Solid South, thus preventing either Republican 
Party nominee Thomas Dewey or Harry Truman from winning the 266 
electoral college votes necessary. The election would then move to the 
House of Representatives, where the South possessed 11 of the 48 votes. 
Southern Democrats reasoned that they could deadlock the election until 
either party agreed to abandon its civil rights plank. States’ rights lead- 
ers believed that they could then barter for a compromise candidate. The 
conference came to a close at 7:00 p.m. In a mere eight hours the south- 
erners had engineered a rebellion. 

The States’ Rights Democrats based their strategy on two assump- 
tions that revealed their regional chauvinism. Above all, they believed 
that Truman could not win the election without the support of the South. 
They believed that the Republicans would probably win an outright elec- 
toral majority. If this happened, they would still have proven the South’s 
political importance. Thus having demonstrated its power, the South 
would then resume its dominant position in the national party. Secondly, 
they assumed that the South was still capable of asserting itself as a sepa- 
tate political entity and that the civil rights/states’ rights issue had suf- 
ficient appeal to create such sectional unity. The success of this strategy 
telied on their ability to convince the uncommitted states to pledge their 
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electors to the States’ Rights candidates. The adoption of Thurmond and 
Wright as the Democratic Party nominees in Mississippi, Alabama, and 
South Carolina would be a simple formality. Consequently, this meant 
that Truman would not appear on the ballot as the Democratic can- 
didate in these states. However, the difficulty states’ rights supporters 
had encountered in the early months of 1948 should have warned them 
that achieving unity in the presidential election would prove extremely 
difficult. 

The States’ Rights Democrats based their strategy on the ideas of sixty- 
nine-year-old Birmingham attorney and author Charles Wallace Collins. 
In his 1947 book Whither Solid South?, which had become a “must read” 
among southern leaders, Collins urged southern politicians to use the 
electoral college to wage war against their political enemies.”® Collins ar- 
gued that the South could protect its institutions by creating a regional 
party, which could be accomplished by taking control of the state Demo- 
cratic Party organizations.”’ 

Since the turn of the century, Black Belt elites in the Deep South had 
successfully exploited the structural inequities of their state political sys- 
tems to their advantage. This election would be no different. Not the 
democratic process, but obsolete election laws and the arcane process 
of selecting presidential electors had made a states’ rights victory pos- 
sible. Only seven states required that presidential electors be nominated 
in primaries. The majority of other electors were handpicked by party offi- 
cials. In Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, South Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Virginia the party organization was the legal agency charged with nomi- 
nating the electors who would theoretically choose the president. In Ala- 
bama the Democratic hierarchy had already named its slate of electors, 
all of whom were opposed to President Truman. Mississippi and Texas 
were among the numerous states that chose their candidates for electors 
in conventions —a system that usually gives the politicians in control of 
the party machinery a dominant voice. Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisi- 
ana did not require that the names of presidential and vice-presidential 
candidates appear on the ballot. In South Carolina each party printed 
its own ballots and decided whether the names of the actual candidates 
would appear.” Rather than test the popularity of their message through 
the democratic channel of an unfettered election, States’ Rights elites 
sought to manipulate the system they had worked diligently to perfect 
and perpetuate. But here they faced an irony that would come back to 
haunt them repeatedly: the electoral process that had been used to bind 
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white southerners to the national Democratic Party now had to be used 
to undo, or in the very least undermine, that tie. 

The Birmingham convention and the nomination of the States’ Rights 
Democratic Party candidates received a mixed response from support- 
ers and opponents alike. Despite Thurmond’s professed attempts to re- 
direct the focus to the constitutional issue of states’ rights, States’ Rights 
Democrats relied on racism and the fear of desegregation to arouse white 
passions. In the end, the Birmingham convention —and later, the States’ 
Rights Democrats’ presidential campaign—could not escape the shrill 
appeal to white supremacy embodied in Dixon’s speech and the “State- 
ment of Principles.” The presence of numerous well-known hate- 
mongers at the convention further hampered the States’ Rights Demo- 
crats’ bid for respectability. Gerald L. K. Smith, a former lieutenant to 
Louisiana senator Huey P. Long, virulent anti-Semite, and leader of the 
Christian Nationalist Party, attended the conference under the pseudo- 
nym S. Goodyear. Smith told reporters he had offered Thurmond his sup- 
port; the South Carolina governor denied having met with Smith and sub- 
sequently spurned Smith’s offer of aid, declaring that the States’ Righters 
did not invite or need the support of “rabble-rousers who use race preju- 
dice and class hatred to inflame our people.” ’”? Also making the rounds 
on the convention floor was former Oklahoma governor “Alfalfa Bill” 
Mutray, who boasted to anyone who cared to listen that he was “the man 
who introduced Jim Crow in Oklahoma.” '*° Rounding out the list of 
the undesirables were J. E. Perkins, anti-Semitic author of The Jews Have 
Got the Atom Bomb; J. B. Stoner, founder of the Anti-Jewish Party; and 
Jessie Welch Jenkins, president of the national Patrick Henry Organiza- 
tion, which wanted to abolish both the Democratic and the Republican 
Parties.'°” 

The convention received mixed reviews from southern newspapers. 
The State in South Carolina reserved immediate judgment. It believed, 
however, that the decision to meet in Birmingham had been too hasty 
and that “a program for Southern protest would rest on firmer ground if 
it came from a Southwide meeting preceded by county and state conven- 
tions.” '°* The Jackson Clarion-Ledger, on the other hand, reported enthu- 
siastically on the convention, as did the Shreveport Times and the Shreveport 
Journal.’? A prominent Alabama paper described the convention as an 
“ugly carnival scene” at which delegates “shouted ‘nigger’ and burned 
President Truman in effigy.” States’ righters would have to abandon the 
tactics of “wild and crude” white supremacists like Birmingham attorney 
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Horace Wilkinson and adopt a more sophisticated system of beliefs and 
tactics if the movement was to win support outside the South. “We can- 
not win friends,” the Montgomery Advertiser wrote, “by hoarse blasphemies 
and the appearance of unreasoning obstinacy.” '’* Southern newspapers 
with regional influence such as the Atlanta Constitution, the News and Ob- 
server of Raleigh, and the Richmond Times-Dispatch severely criticized the 
gathering.’ 

Thurmond’s nomination, however, mitigated or at least complicated 
outsiders’ negative assessment of the southern party. In an editorial im- 
mediately following the Birmingham meeting, the New York Times said 
the States’ Right platform illustrated a lack of “good sense” but regarded 
Thurmond’s nomination as politically astute.’°° John M. Lofton Jr. of the 
New York Star labeled Thurmond a “Dixie Paradox” who “embodies in 
one personality the Old South and the New.” Both New York papers were 
impressed by Thurmond’s opposition to the poll tax, his abhorrence of 
mob violence and his action in the Earle lynching, his support of a mini- 
mum wage and maximum hour law, and his support for industrializa- 
tion and for the removal of discriminatory regional freight rates.'°’ The 
most colorful attempt to reconcile Thurmond’s relatively moderate gu- 
bernatorial policies with the unseemly aspects of the states’ rights cause 
came from Baltimore editor and critic H. L. Mencken. The curmud- 
geonly Mencken considered Thurmond “the best of all the [presidential | 
candidates” but lamented that “all the worst morons in the South ate for 
him.” ’°* John Ed Pearce of Kentucky’s Louisville Courier-Journal, however, 
was less enamored of the South Carolinian. He noted that Thurmond’s 
tacism differed from that of the more outspoken white supremacists in 
style but not in substance. “On the platform Mr. Thurmond and his fel- 
low travelers shout of Americanism, out way of life, the right to choose 
one’s associates, Communism, Reds. But they mean Nigger. Mr. Thur- 
mond, of course, never says the word; he’s not the type.” Throughout 
the campaign, Thurmond differentiated between himself and people like 
Wright and Wilkinson; nevertheless, he was willing to make common 
cause with them. 

States’ Rights leaders from South Carolina, Mississippi, Alabama, 
Florida, Texas, Louisiana, and Arkansas reconvened a week later in At- 
lanta to create an organizational machine and to map out a campaign 
strategy. They adopted “States’ Rights Democrats” as the official party 
name; established various campaign committees, including a veterans’ 
committee and a women’s division; and authorized the publication of 
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a weekly campaign newspaper. The States’ Righters scheduled the offi- 
cial start of the campaign for August 11 at a Houston, Texas, rally where 
Thurmond and Wright would formally accept the nomination. Judge 
Merritt H. Gibson of Longview, Texas, was appointed campaign direc- 
tor, and George C. Wallace of Jackson, Mississippi, was named cam- 
paign treasurer. The national headquarters would open a few days before 
the Houston convention, on August 9, at the Heidelberg Hotel in Jack- 
son, Mississippi, with subsidiary offices to be opened later in Columbia, 
South Carolina, and Washington, D.C."° The States’ Rights Democrats 
revealed that they would work to place their candidates on the general 
election ballots in the forty-eight states. The principal campaign efforts, 
however, would be concentrated in the fifteen southern states.’” 
Between the Birmingham and Houston conferences, states’ rights 
tebels in South Carolina, Mississippi, and Alabama took the necessary 
steps to distance themselves from the national party and to cement 
support for Thurmond and Wright. Alabama Democrats had the least 
amount of work to do, as voters there had bound their electors to op- 
pose any civil rights candidate during the May primary. Alabama leader 
Marion Rushton resigned as the state DNC representative on July 23 and 
informed the national party chairman not to expect any financial sup- 
port from his state. On July 29 Alabama’s eleven electors convened and 
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pledged their votes to Thurmond and Wright."* Unless Dewey could 
work a miracle, the presidential election in Alabama was effectively over. 

In Mississippi, Governor Wright reconvened the temporarily recessed 
state Democratic convention on August 3, where with little discussion the 
delegates systematically pledged the state’s nine presidential electors to 
support the Thurmond-Wright ticket in the electoral college. Supportive 
student groups from the University of Mississippi, Mississippi Southern 
College, Mississippi State College, and Hinds Junior College attended 
the convention. A small group of students from the University of Mis- 
sissippi, however, objected to their school’s contingent, stating that the 
States’ Rights representatives did not express the “majority opinion of 
politically conscious Ole Miss students.” '* Approximately twenty-five 
students from Millsaps College and Vanderbilt University in Tennessee 
attended the meeting in protest and occupied a space under a banner that 
tead “Opponents of States’ Rights.” Millsaps College student George 
Maddox of McComb, Mississippi, in an address before the convention, 
accused Mississippi Democrats of hypocrisy for claiming Truman’s civil 
tights program was a violation of states’ rights while supporting other 


144 * SETTING THE POSTWAR AGENDA 


types of federal intervention. “You have never objected to flood control 
programs, subsidies for farmers and education, and TVA or any of the 
other things the government has brought in to your profit.” Maddox at- 
tacked the state’s outmoded voting system and precinct conventions as 
undemocratic. He further reminded the crowd that Mississippi was one- 
half black and that blacks were discriminated against. Following these 
remarks, the crowd roundly booed Maddox, with particularly rowdy cat- 
calls coming from the large crowd of college students. Maddox was fol- 
lowed by a Vanderbilt student who accused the states’ righters of “setting 
the South back by attempting to stop anti-segregation laws.” '* 
Thurmond returned home to a state still in turmoil over the white 
Democratic primary. South Carolina’s primary was scheduled for Au- 
gust 10, yet exactly who would be permitted to vote in it remained in 
dispute. Most South Carolina counties continued to defy Judge Waring’s 
1947 tuling in Edmore v. Rice, which had opened the Democratic primary 
to African Americans. In reaction, the Naacp filed suit in Brown v. Bas- 
kin on July 8. The plaintiff this time was David Brown, a black man from 
Beaufort, South Carolina, located on the southernmost tip of the Caro- 
lina coast. Following an order from South Carolina spec chairman Bas- 
kin, the Beaufort County Election Committee had purged Brown’s name 
from the party enrollment book. Judge Waring issued a temporary re- 
straining order barring the party from racial discrimination and sched- 
uled a hearing on July 16, forcing many in the South Carolina delegation 
to leave the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia. Waring 
granted Brown’s petition and ordered South Carolina Democrats to en- 
toll blacks and grant them full participation in party affairs. He threat- 
ened party leaders with prison sentences if they failed to comply. Clearly 
fed up with the machinations of party leaders and speaking in no uncer- 
tain terms, Waring declared, “The time has come when racial discrimi- 
nation in political affairs must stop.” Turning to the plaintiff, Waring re- 
marked apologetically, “It is a disgrace and shame when you must come 
into acourt and ask a judge to tell you you are an American.” On July 19, 
shortly after the Birmingham rally, Waring ordered enrollment books 
open through July 31 and demanded that the South Carolina Democratic 
Party’s voters’ oath be abolished."* Following Waring’s ruling, Baskin 
announced on July 23 that the voting oath was eliminated and ordered 
county chairpersons to enroll all qualified electors regardless of tace."’ 
South Carolina’s white Democrats hoped to follow the lead of Ala- 
bama and Mississippi by committing their electors to Thurmond and 


SETTING THE POSTWAR AGENDA *® 145 


Wright. Unfortunately, the South Carolina spec was not scheduled to 
decide the matter until August 17. This could be potentially embarrass- 
ing to Thurmond, who planned to accept the States’ Rights Democratic 
Party’s nomination at Houston on August 11. To avoid this situation, Bas- 
kin solicited assurances from all committee members that they planned 
to support the governor.'* 

The States’ Rights campaign would not officially begin until after the 
Houston convention, yet rules governing independent parties in the indi- 
vidual states forced the southern candidates to start ahead of schedule. 
Thurmond chose the annual Watermelon Festival in Cherryville, North 
Carolina, on July 31 as the site of his first campaign speech. The relaxed 
atmosphere of the folksy gathering belied the trouble States’ Rights sup- 
porters would encounter in the Tarheel State and in other southern states 
in the ensuing months. North Carolina had been demonstrably cool to 
the states’ rights revolt. Democrats in this state were reluctant to sign 
on to the states’ rights cause in part because the state Republican Party 
there was rather strong, and any split in the Democratic Party could mean 
Dewey would carry the state.” Consequently, States’ Righters had failed 
to gain control of the state party machinery and were forced to qualify 
as an independent party by the August 3 deadline. 

In his address Thurmond contrasted the festival’s celebration of small- 
town life with the horrors and intrusions that would accompany an ex- 
panded federal government. Thurmond predicted that the civil rights 
program was only the first step toward the creation of “a totalitarian, so- 
cialistic government.” To enforce his program, Thurmond warned, “the 
President has directed that a nationwide Federal police system be set up.” 
This alleged police force would fan out across the countryside “to police 
elections; to meddle in private business affaits; to spy into their private 
records; to intervene in private law suits; [and] to keep people in a state 
of fear and intimidation.” The national party leaders had “chosen the 
South as a whipping boy,” but the region could not “take this whipping 
any longer.” It was time to “stand up and fight.” ° Thurmond urged the 
festival crowd to sign and circulate petitions for his party and to return 
them to J. E. Baker of Burlington.'*' Baker, president of Baker-Cammack 
Hosiery Mills and a regional vice-president of the ssic for Maryland, Vir- 
ginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina, was supervising the party’s 
efforts in the state. 

State party leaders and the state board of elections worked together to 
deny the States’ Rights candidates a place on the North Carolina ballot. 
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In early August the States’ Rights committee in North Carolina handed 
in petitions with more than 18,000 names requesting a place on the bal- 
lot for the Thurmond-Wright ticket. However, the state election board 
rejected the petitions, citing noncompliance with the rules and regula- 
tions of the board and insufficient time for county boards to check the 
names.'*” The North Carolina States’ Righters brought their case before 
Wake Forest Superior Court Judge W. C. Harris, hoping to have the board 
of elections ruling invalidated. The States’ Righters contended that the 
board’s decree that required a new party to secure as petitioners 10,000 
tegistered voters who had not voted in a primary that year was illegal 
1 Judge Harris agreed and ruled that the States’ Rights 
Democratic Party was entitled to a place on the North Carolina general 


and unreasonable. 


election ballot.’** The North Carolina Supreme Court ruled on Septem- 
ber 8 and aflirmed the lower court’s decision that ordered the state board 
of elections to recognize the States’ Rights ticket.'”° 

The States’ Righters’ were destined to repeat their North Carolina ex- 
perience in a number of other southern states. Where they could not gain 
control of the Democratic Party machinery, they were forced to petition 
for a spot on the ballot. Despite their ultimate victory in winning a place 
on the North Carolina ballot, court fights drained the hastily constructed 
local organizations of time and effort. Furthermore, these efforts were 
orchestrated by political novices whose lack of experience, resources, 
and time hardly guaranteed success. The North Carolina campaign her- 
alded an inauspicious start to the states’ rights campaign. Although the 
North Carolina forces had gathered 18,000 signatures quickly in a suppos- 
edly cool state, their prolonged—albeit victorious —court battle fore- 


shadowed a difficult road ahead. 


“With their minds on Washington and their memories on Gettysburg,” 
the Houston Post reported, insurgent Dixie Democrats rolled into Hous- 
ton on August 11 to officially launch the campaign.'”° Delegations from 
Mississippi, Louisiana, Kentucky, South Carolina, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma, Tennessee, Virginia, Florida, Texas, Alabama, Arkansas, and 
Georgia packed the city’s coliseum to witness Strom Thurmond and 
Fielding Wright formally accept the nomination of the States’ Rights 
Democratic Party. Newspaper estimates placed the number of attendees 
between 6,000 and 10,000. By all accounts the second convention was a 
boisterous affair, with plenty of Confederate flags and rebel yells to ac- 
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company the countless rounds of “Dixie.” '*’ One student of the move- 
ment has noted that the Houston meeting was the largest political gather- 
ing in that hall since the Democratic National Convention nominated Al 
Smith there in 1928, coincidentally the only other nomination to split the 
solid Democratic South.’”* 

The candidates played on themes that would soon become standard 
Cold War rhetoric. Wright warned of the possibility of a “remote, dis- 
tant, mysterious” government “beyond the comprehension of the people 
themselves.” He decried the power of organized minority groups as “a 
cowardly thing” and “a disgrace to America.” Wright concluded, “Only 
a return to American principles, to local self-government, can halt the 
unseemly spectacle we are now witnessing.” 

Addressing the enthusiastic conventioneers, Thurmond ominously 
predicted that “the proposed federal police state, directed from Wash- 
ington, will force life on each hamlet in America to conform to a Wash- 
ington patter.” Failure to join the fight for states’ rights would endan- 
ger “the most precious of all human rights—the right to control and 
govern ourselves at home, the right of life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness.” '” The audience went wild. “With a band blaring, rebel yells 
sounding through the big convention hall and scores of banners of all 
kinds waving —including Confederate flags,” one newspaper reported, 
“the steaming delegates snake-danced, churned, and paraded through 
the jam-packed aisles for more than five minutes after the conclusion of 
Governor Thurmond’s address.” **° 

The enthusiasm unleashed on the convention floor temporarily 
masked the challenges ahead. The reality remained that only Mississippi, 
South Carolina, and Alabama had endorsed the States’ Rights candi- 
dates. Nowhere else in the South had the respective state organizations 
been obliged by earlier action to pledge their support to the southern 
nominees. All other party committees had condemned Truman and the 
civil rights program, yet none had taken definite steps toward indepen- 
dence. Consequently, Thurmond and Wright hoped that they could per- 
suade these uncommitted states to support electors pledged to the States’ 
Rights candidates.’ 

At a press conference following the Houston convention, the un- 
daunted Thurmond confidently predicted that the States’ Rights can- 
didates would receive mote than one hundred electoral votes.* Thur- 
mond admitted that this would be difficult, primarily because the States’ 
Rights Democrats had gotten off to a late start. As it would turn out, 
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time, or rather, lack of it, was only one of several obstacles confronting 
the States’ Rights Democrats. The problems originally encountered in 
Birmingham, both organizational and ideological, would eventually be- 
come obvious and insurmountable, but just how much damage the States’ 
Rights Democrats would inflict before it was all over was anybody’s guess 
until late in the campaign. 
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THE DIXIECRAT PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN 


The time is gone... when we Southerners can quit thinking and sinrply express ourselves by 
shouting “nigger” and singing Dixie. 
MARION RUSHTON 


chairman of the Alabama States’ Rights Democrats Executive Committee, August 1948 


On August 9, on the eve of the Houston convention, the headquarters 
of the States’ Rights Democratic Party officially opened in Jackson, Mis- 
sissippi. Subsidiary campaign offices in Columbia, South Carolina, and 
Washington, D.C., flew into action a few weeks later. With the basic 
campaign machinery in place, the States’ Rights forces quickly focused 
their energies on capturing the Democratic Party organizations in indi- 
vidual southern states. Control of these apparatuses offered the best hope 
for success by bringing organizational and financial benefits and in- 
stant political credibility. The southern rebels —by this time nicknamed 
“Dixiecrats” by an enterprising North Carolina journalist— understood 
that to win the Democratic Party label in the one-party South was to be 
assured of victory. They had barely two months either to convince the 
remaining southern state parties to pledge uncommitted electors to the 
Thurmond-Wright ticket or to secure, usually through petitions, a place 
for the States’ Rights Party on the state ballot as an independent party. 
Many of the electors were to be appointed at state conventions scheduled 
to meet in August and September. The Dixiecrats had to act quickly. 
The campaign was a curious spectacle in a tumultuous presidential 
election. The Dixiecrats found themselves trapped by a political history 
their predecessors had conceived and from which many of them had long 
benefited. By lashing the defense of white supremacy and states’ rights to 
the fortunes of the Democratic Party, and by demonizing the Republican 
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Campaign flyer for the States’ Rights Democratic Party. Photograph courtesy of Special 
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Party, southern conservatives had fostered a deeply rooted allegiance that 
they themselves would now have to undermine and manipulate. Despite 
their best efforts to enunciate a political message that melded traditional 
historical animosities with racial and gender anxieties, the States’ Rights 
Democrats in the end captured only four states. 

Ultimately the fate of the Dixiecrats rested on the strength of the Black 
Belt coalitions within the individual states. Where those factions were 
weak, the Dixiecrats lost. Their fortunes turned on a number of variables, 
including the potential of Republicans to benefit from a split among 
Democrats and the degree to which New Deal political alignments had 
infiltrated state party dynamics and mitigated the appeal to white su- 
premacy and conservative economic philosophy. The campaign suffered 
from inadequate funding, faulty organization, critical strategic inconsis- 
tencies, and ill-defined long-range goals. Where the Dixiecrats failed to 
capture the state party machinery, as in North Carolina, the campaign 
fell to political amateurs with little experience and no political power. 
More often than they would have liked, the States’ Rights forces had to 
resort to time-consuming court action to ensure a place on the ballot. 
In spite of such hardships, the Dixiecrat ticket eventually appeared on 
ballots in thirteen states.’ 
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With the fortunes of States Righters so intimately tied to the decisions 
of the state party conventions and the Democratic Party label, and with 
their wholly inadequate grassroots effort, the election should have been 
declared unofficially over by the end of September. It seemed unlikely 
that the States’ Rights Party would win the Solid South; however, no one 
could measure with any degree of certainty the extent of the political 
damage it would do. The uncertain outcomes in states such as Florida 
and Georgia, as well as the threat of Republican voters in Virginia and 
Tennessee, made the Dixiecrats’ role of political spoiler viable. Because 
their strategy involved capturing the Democratic Party electors in each 
state, the Dixiecrats did not put forth much effort where they ran as a 
third party, thus making it difficult to gauge the strength of their mes- 
sage. Perhaps only in states such as Florida, North Carolina, Georgia, 
and Arkansas, where southern whites had the opportunity to make a clear 
choice between their racial politics and their historic political allegiance, 
would the Dixiecrats’ appeal be truly tested. 


The Dixiecrats’ unwillingness to try their luck as a third party meant that 
efforts to seize control of the presidential electors from individual states 
would conform to preexisting intrastate political rivalries. The States’ 
Rights Democrats held out little hope for the Upper South, and indeed, 
they fared badly there. They failed to qualify for the ballot in Missouri. 
In Maryland, where Governor Preston Lane had been demonstrably cool 
to the movement since February, supporters of Thurmond and Wright 
were forced to write the names of the eight electors on their ballots.’ 
Arkansas was a political wild card. The rich fertile lands of the Mis- 
sissippi Delta along the state’s eastern edge were home to plantation 
agriculture and the site of intense, violent labor activity by the share- 
cropperts’ union in the 1930s. White inhabitants of the region placed a 
high value on labor control and the defense of white supremacy, and the 
Dixiecrats counted on exploiting these issues. Governor Benjamin Laney 
led the States’ Rights forces in Arkansas. The grandson of slaveowners, 
Laney had been born and raised in the tiny community of Cooterneck 
in Ouachita County. His family was of modest means until oil was dis- 
covered on their land in 1922. By the time he was elected mayor of Cam- 
den, Arkansas, Laney possessed a diverse economic portfolio; he owned 
a number of feed, grocery, and hardware stores and had interests in the 
oil business and in cotton gins. Elected governor in 1944 and again in 
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1946, Laney was a fiscal and racial conservative who supported the en- 
abling legislation for Arkansas’s 1944 antiunion right-to-work amend- 
ment and enjoyed the support of the Delta.’ But the political influence 
of the Arkansas Delta was unlike its Mississippi counterpart. Dixiecrat 
forces in Arkansas had no ready-made faction upon which to graft them- 
selves. Arkansas politics, as V. O. Key noted, was “the one-party system 
in its most undefiled and undiluted form.”* The cleavage between the 
hills and the lowlands exploited by Governor Jeff Davis was a thing of 
the past. Political factions were intensely personal and transient.’ Thus the 
political culture in Arkansas worked against Laney, the outgoing gover- 
nor, successfully controlling the 1948 state convention. Once Laney left 
office, an entirely new political dynamic rose to take his place. It was, Key 
noted, the politics of the moment.’ The moment did not belong to the 
Dixiecrats. 

Arkansas politics in 1948 turned on the question of road construction, 
not race. Sidney McMath, leader of the state’s 1946 GI revolts, ran on a 
moderately progressive platform that emphasized infrastructure devel- 
opment. McMath received the support of former governor Carl Bailey, 
while Laney stood behind candidate Jack Holt, a former attorney general. 
McMath beat Holt in the runoff primary by a slim majority. While Holt 
was Laney’s choice and the more virulent race baiter, McMath did not shy 
away from the topic and declared his opposition to Truman’s civil rights 
program as well. But the voting distribution did not indicate a clear pat- 
tern. Holt did not win overwhelmingly in the Delta, and McMath failed 
to carry many predominantly white rural counties.” 

Arkansas Dixiecrats worked feverishly to produce a States’ Rights ma- 
jority at the state Democratic convention scheduled to meet in Little Rock 
on September 23. The odds were long. Although both former governor 
Bailey and gubernatorial nominee McMath opposed the federal exten- 
sion of protection for civil rights, they nevertheless campaigned against 
the bolters and on behalf of the national ticket.’ Furthermore, Arkan- 
sas political history dictated that the incoming governor typically domi- 
nated the convention.’ Working with Dixiecrat Laney was John Daggett 
of Marianna, executive director of the Arkansas Free Enterprise Asso- 
ciation, an organization comprised of large planters and Little Rock cor- 
poration executives, who regularly lobbied the state legislature on behalf 
of restrictive labor legislation. In 1944 the Free Enterprise Association 
had been largely responsible for the passage of the state’s right-to-work 
constitutional amendment. Daggett had taken the lead in the Arkansas 
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states’ rights movement, heading a delegation from the Arkansas plan- 
tation counties to the May conference in Jackson.’ 

Laney’s involvement in the states’ rights revolt had been schizo- 
phrenic, reflecting his uncertainty regarding the radicalism of leaders 
such as Wright of Mississippi and Wilkinson of Alabama. He had at- 
tended the Birmingham convention but had remained in his hotel room. 
Nevertheless, he chaired the States’ Rights executive committee and was 
a member of the organization’s steering committee. He did not support 
the Dixiecrats’ third party efforts, believing that the organization lacked 
money and credibility.” Laney’s qualified support of the Dixiecrat effort 
was emblematic of the weakness of the movement as a whole. 

Hoping to shore up support before the convention, Thurmond jour- 
neyed to Marianna in late August to deliver his first major address as an 
official presidential candidate. He cautioned that the “subversive” civil 
tights proposals would “force mingling of the races on our trains and 
busses, in our restaurants, in our theaters, in out schools, and who knows 
where in the future.” Emphasizing themes that would dominate his cam- 
paign, Thurmond warned that these were “evil days.” Describing a fed- 
eral government bent on taking control away from local power bro- 
kers, he tailored his message not for the masses but for the employers of 
low-wage, segregated labor. Under FEpc provisions, he counseled, “em- 
ployers . . . could be hauled before a federal inquisition by anyone who 
failed to get a job or a promotion.” The fair hiring provisions of an FEPC 
law would be manipulated by “communists . . . [who] could place their 
agents in every factory and defense industry in America.” 

Despite Thurmond’s impassioned rhetoric, the Dixiecrats faced cer- 
tain defeat at the Arkansas convention. Wanting to avoid a major embat- 
tassment, the States’ Rights Democrats abandoned their planned con- 
vention fight altogether and instead secured a spot on the Arkansas ballot 
as a third party, which was as good as admitting defeat. Neither Daggett 
nor Laney was willing to risk political alienation.” Laney distanced him- 
self from the third party effort, thus leaving the Dixiecrats to flounder 
more than a month before the election. 

The significant threat of the Republican Party checked Dixiecrat for- 
tunes in Virginia and Tennessee. In the Old Dominion, which had been 
first out of the gate in the states’ rights revolt, the state party had sixty days 
following the national convention to reconvene and instruct its electors. 
Shortly before the sixty-day deadline, States’ Rights Democrats moved 
to win a spot on the ballot as a third party. Although state leaders did 
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not embrace the Dixiecrats, as in many southern states nearly every major 
political figure in Virginia tried to distance himself from the president, 
but few rushed to embrace the Dixiecrats. Eventually, however, three 
telatively well known Democrats supported Thurmond.” Despite the 
Dixiecrats’ third-party status, many Democrats feared that Thurmond 
had the potential to pull in 20 percent of the state’s popular vote, which 
could put Virginia in the Republican column. Thurmond remained hope- 
ful about his chances in the state and delivered five major speeches there 
in October to “large and enthusiastic” crowds. He received critical tacit 
approval. Mrs. Harry F. Byrd, wife of the U.S. senator, and Robert O. 
Norris Jt., president pro tempore of the state senate, attended a States’ 
Rights fund-raiser. Although Governor William Tuck did not publicly 
endorse Thurmond, neither did he brush him off, even going so fat as 
to introduce Thurmond in glowing terms at one states’ rights event. As 
election day drew neat, one Gallup poll showed Thurmond’s support 
hovering around 10 percent of the popular vote." 

In Tennessee, another state with a significant Republican minority, 
Thurmond likewise threatened to dilute the potential Democratic vote. 
Dixiecrat prospects became tied to the declining fortunes of Memphis 
machine boss E. H. Crump. Both suffered a major setback in early Au- 
gust when Crump’s candidates for senatorial and gubernatorial nomina- 
tions were defeated. ’The popular and liberal congressman Estes Kefauver 
trounced Crump’s candidate for the senatorial nomination, and former 
governor Gordon Browning defeated the incumbent James N. McCord, 
the Crump favorite."* Crump announced in October that he would sup- 
port the state party’s congressional nominees, although he would not en- 
dorse Truman. He also declared that he would support the Dixiecrats, 
but his political capital had been spent by this time.'* Despite the re- 
luctance of the state party to support the Dixiecrats, boisterous crowds 
greeted Thurmond at rallies in late October, and Tennessee’s electoral 
status was listed as undecided on the eve of the election, as most politi- 
cal observers agreed that the Dixiecrats could poll a sufficient number of 
voters to throw the state to Thomas Dewey. 

The Dixiecrats’ chances were most promising in the Deep South states, 
where from mid-August through mid-September they appeared to be 
on a course to capture the electoral votes not only of Mississippi, South 
Carolina, and Alabama, but also Georgia, Louisiana, and possibly Texas 
and Florida. By mid-September the national Democrats appeared to be 
in danger of losing Texas. Reporters assessed the contest as a three-man 
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trace, and Florida had split its electoral votes between Truman and Thur- 
mond. Herman Talmadge’s victory in Georgia’s gubernatorial primary in 
September appeared to assure a States’ Rights coup in the Peach State, 
and Earl Long’s fence-sitting in Louisiana provided the perfect opportu- 
nity for Dixiecrat Leander Perez to engineer a States’ Rights takeover."* 

Florida’s chaotic, disordered political landscape differed from Arkan- 
sas’s only by degrees. As in Arkansas, politics in the Sunshine State during 
the first half of the twentieth century remained relatively untainted by 
ideology and issues. The state’s large size, sparse settlement, and geo- 
graphical and economic diversity promoted a fragmented political cul- 
ture in which candidates won through the force of their personalities or 
because of geographical ties. By the late 1940s Florida was in the midst 
of a significant demographic and political transformation. Heavy migra- 
tion from the Midwest and East in the postwar years profoundly affected 
the state’s political life as most of the new arrivals settled in cities in the 
state’s central and southern regions, fostering an urban-rural cleavage 
and fertile ground for the growth of the Republican Party. Indeed, by the 
late 1940s, Florida already boasted a healthy contingent of “presidential 
Republicans,” who gave Thomas Dewey neatly 30 percent of the popular 
vote in 1944."" 

Although the state’s rapidly changing demographics had given Florida 
a more cosmopolitan image than that of its Deep South neighbors, 
Florida’s rural counties fostered some of the region’s most exploitive 
and violent labor and race relations. In the 1920s rampaging whites had 
wiped out the black neighborhoods in Perry and Ocoee and destroyed 
the black town of Rosewood. In 1946, in what historians have termed 
Florida’s “Little Scottsboro,” Sheriff Willis McCall of Lake County shot 
two unarmed black prisoners accused of raping a white woman but whose 
teal offense had been an unwillingness to work as low-paid fruit pick- 
ers. Florida also proved hostile to labor unions. c1o organizers sent to 
Orange County to enlist fruit pickers in 1937 were harassed by Klan mem- 
bers who worked with the complicity of local law enforcement, and in 
1944 Florida joined Arkansas in passing a right-to-work amendment."* 

Within the Democratic Party a growing disenchantment with the lib- 
eralism of Senator Claude Pepper surfaced in the presidential election of 
1948 and melded with the states’ rights revolt. Elected in 1938 as a Roose- 
velt liberal, Pepper had been steadily losing support and barely eked out 
a teelection victory against a relative unknown in the 1944 Democratic 
Party primary. Peppet’s conciliatory attitude toward the Soviet Union in 
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particular was increasingly out of step with the views of his more conser- 
vative constituents. Although Pepper was severely critical of the presi- 
dent’s foreign policy and had even been in the forefront of the Eisen- 
hower boom, the senator was above all else a loyalist and would not desert 
the party over civil rights. The States’ Rights faction drew primarily from 
the state’s Black Belt counties and was led by longtime Pepper antagonist 
Frank Upchurch, a former state senator and lawyer from St. Augustine. 
Backing the States’ Rights effort was a group known as the Associated 
Industries of Florida, the political arm of the state’s business community. 
The Associated Industries had long been critical of Pepper’s liberalism, 
particularly his support for the rights of organized labor, and had worked 
in tandem with DuPont Corporation financier Ed Ball in the failed at- 
tempt to oust Pepper in 1944.” As of August 26, half of Florida’s eight 
electors chosen in the primary were lined up behind the Dixiecrats.”” On 
September 3 Miami Herald publisher Reuben Clein sought to disqualify 
the electors in Florida because they had not pledged to cast their votes for 
President Truman. On September 8 Circuit Judge Miles W. Lewis ruled 
that presidential electors were free to vote as they pleased in the electoral 
college.”" 

Under Florida election law the ballots carried only the names of the 
electors of the Democratic and Republican Parties and not the names of 
the presidential candidates themselves. New parties could be added to the 
ballot only after they had convinced 5 percent of the voters to change their 
affiliation. Under pressure from the States’ Rights forces, the state legis- 
lature overwhelmingly approved a change in the election law that would 
allow Truman, Dewey, and Thurmond — but not Progressive Party can- 
didate Henry Wallace—on the ballot. The presidential candidates would 
be listed without party designation. The committee further decided that 
the eight Democratic electors would be divided by preference between 
Thurmond and Truman and that additional electors would be chosen to 
fill out each slate.” A poll taken in mid-October revealed that about a 
third of Florida’s Democratic leaders favored Thurmond, and the Dixie- 
cat candidate remained hopeful of his chances in the Sunshine State.” 

States’ Rights forces faced stiff opposition in Texas, the home of the 
1944 party desertion; nevertheless, Dixiecrat supporters made sufficient 
noise to cause political observers to characterize the presidential contest 
as a three-man race as election day drew near.” The stigma of disloy- 
alty plagued those who sought to engineer another revolt, and Texans 
emerged from the national convention evenly divided between pro- and 
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anti-Truman forces.”* With twenty-three electoral votes, Texas was a tan- 
talizing political prize for the States’ Rights crowd, but Dixiecrats in the 
Lone Star State faced stiff opposition from Governor Beauford Jester 
and the Texas spxc. In early August the state party certified Truman and 
Barkley as the party nominees and rejected a demand from States’ Right- 
ers fora statewide referendum in the August 28 primary that would allow 
the voters to determine whether Texas’s Democratic electors would be 
pledged to Thurmond or to Truman.”° Temporarily derailed, the Dixie- 
crats rallied and looked ahead to the Democratic primary on August 28 
and the state convention in Fort Worth on September 14, when they 
hoped to recoup their losses.” But the Texas Dixiecrats hedged their bets. 
Meeting in Dallas on September 8, the Dixiecrats laid the groundwork 
to assure that, should their effort to overtake the state convention fail, 
Thurmond and Wright would still appear on the November ballot. They 
chose presidential electors who would be submitted as a slate prior to the 
filing deadline of September 17, only a few days after the convention.” 

Political tempers ran hot at the stormy and contentious convention 
in Fort Worth. Despite support for a revolt in some of the larger Texas 
counties, the dominant loyalist faction succeeded in branding the States’ 
Rights Democratic Party and candidates as insurgents and scratched 
Dixiecrats from the state’s three most populous counties from the party 
rolls. Those delegates and delegations from five other counties stormed 
out of the meeting carrying Thurmond banners and Confederate flags. 
Having failed to capture the state convention, the States’ Rights forces 
switched to plan B and qualified the States’ Rights electors as an inde- 
pendent party for the November election.” 

Louisiana and Georgia presented the States’ Rights forces with their 
best hopes for success in the Deep South. In Louisiana the Dixiecrat 
effort continued despite Governor Earl Long’s lack of support and suc- 
ceeded in part because of his negligence. Plaquemines Parish boss Lean- 
der Perez had led an enthusiastic fifteen-member delegation to the Bir- 
mingham convention. Anti-Long forces in Shreveport began recruiting 
States’ Rights followers from Caddo and Bossier Parishes, while New 
Orleans industrialist John U. Barr, general manager of Federal Fibre Mills 
in New Orleans and regional vice-president of the ss1c, organized States’ 
Rights forces in the Crescent City.*” On July 20 Louisiana’s States’ Rights 
leaders held mass meetings throughout the state to rally support for the 
Dixiecrats and to organize a petition drive to place Thurmond-Wright 
electors on the ballot as a third-party slate. On August 4 zealous Dixie- 
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crats from throughout the state, including representatives from each 
of Louisiana’s eight congressional districts, flocked to Baton Rouge’s 
Heidelberg Hotel for a two-hour strategy meeting. Led by Barr and 
Shreveport attorney W. Scott Wilkinson, a major financial supporter of 
anti-Long New Orleans mayor Chep Morrison, the group formally en- 
dorsed the Thurmond-Wright ticket, created a statewide organization, 
and chose the Statue of Liberty as the emblem of the Louisiana States’ 
Rights Democratic Party.*! 

Several members of the state’s congressional delegation threw their 
support to the Dixiecrats as the Louisiana campaign gathered momen- 
tum. U.S. Representative Otto Passman declared that the time had come 
for all “true Southerners to stand up and be counted,” and he urged 
Governor Long to take the appropriate measures to secure a spot for 
Thurmond and Wright on the Louisiana ballot. Congressman James Do- 
mengeaux called U.S. Senator Allen Ellender a “sorry spectacle” for his 
unwillingness to take a public stand for states’ rights. “I suppose Sena- 
tor Ellender would have dined with Sherman as he marched through 
Georgia,” Domengeaux mused. Congressman F. Edward Hebert pub- 
licly endorsed the States’ Rights ticket and predicted that Thurmond and 
Wright would carry the state.*” Within three weeks the Louisiana Dixie- 
crats had successfully completed their petition drive and qualified a slate 
of Thurmond-Wright electors for the November ballot.** The Louisiana 
Dixiecrats headed into September determined to take theit campaign, in 
the words of one student of the movement, to “every crossroad and bayou 
bank.” ** Throughout August, Governor Long said little about the States’ 
Rights movement. He was preoccupied with the tight race for the U.S. 
Senate between his nephew Russell Long and Robert Kennon, a judge 
from Minden, Louisiana. The primary, scheduled for August 31, was to 
fill the unexpired term of Senator Overton, recently deceased. Into this 
and various other primary contests was injected a bitter factional struggle 
between Long supporters and detractors. Russell Long defeated Kennon 
by a narrow margin in the primary, but the Long faction lost in several 
other races.” 

With their candidates safely on the ballot, Louisiana Dixiecrats took 
ctucial steps to guarantee victory by manipulating traditional political 
symbols. Familiar with the habits of Pelican State voters, States’ Rights 
supporters lamented the fact that Thurmond and Wright would appear 
not under the traditional rooster symbol of the Louisiana Democratic 
Party but, rather, under the unfamiliar Statue of Liberty emblem. Perez 
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estimated that in any given election at least 100,000 Louisianans auto- 
matically voted for the candidates listed under the rooster. Unwilling 
to cede this advantage, Perez maneuvered to capture the rooster for the 
States’ Rights candidates. Arguing that the state and national Democratic 
Parties were separate entities with their own unique symbols, he pointed 
out that the state party used the rooster while the national party favored 
the donkey. Therefore, if the state Democratic Party rejected the national 
Democratic presidential nominee, it might then name its own candidate, 
who would, of course, run under the rooster emblem.*° 

Perez moved quickly and quietly, lining up votes among his cronies 
on the Democratic state central committee. He planned to seize the party 
symbols at a routine meeting on September 10 in which several members 
who planned to be absent had given their proxies to their more conserva- 
tive colleagues. Privy to Perez’s plans, Governor Long conferred secretly 
with his forces in a late-night strategy session on September 9. Although 
Long feared that Perez’s plan would antagonize the Truman administra- 
tion and jeopardize Russell Long’s chances in his race for the U.S. Senate, 
Long and Perez finally reached a compromise. Long agreed not to attend 
the upcoming party meeting and gave Perez his proxy. In return Perez 
promised not to oppose a plan to place President Truman on the ballot 
by petition. Long did not want to antagonize his in-state enemies, but he 
also sought to minimize any friction with the Truman administration. By 
avoiding the meeting, Long could still gain access to the White House 
should Truman win the election.*” 

Perez’s rooster grab went smoothly. At the September 10 meeting, 
following routine business, Perez introduced a motion pledging Lou- 
isiana’s ten Democratic presidential electors to the Dixiecrat ticket and 
listing Thurmond and Wright, as well as all other Democratic Party 
nominees for national, state, district, and local offices, beneath the vener- 
able rooster. The choice, Perez stated, was simple: they either “lie down 
supinely and see the resurrection of carpetbagging in the South” or en- 
dorse the States’ Rights Democrats.** The committee adopted Perez’s 
resolution by a unanimous vote.” 

DNC Officials cried foul. McGrath’s assistant, William Primm, declared 
that “one must go behind the ‘iron curtain’ of eastern Europe” to find 
a similarly undemocratic process.*” Chairman McGrath demanded that 
Governor Long restore Truman and Barkley to their places on the Demo- 
cratic ticket. For a moment it appeared that the president’s only recourse 
in Louisiana was to run as a write-in candidate. Voters wishing to sup- 
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port the president would have to write in the names of all ten presidential 
electots. 

After a long public silence on the States’ Rights cabal, Governor Long 
finally summoned a special session of the state legislature on Septem- 
ber 21 to enact laws enabling the Truman-Barkley ticket to be placed on 
the November ballot by petition. Honoring their prior agreement, Perez 
made no move to block this legislation, provided it did not award the 
rooster to Truman.*' The real debate on the bill took place at a closed- 
door conference that included U.S. Senator Ellender, Long, Perez, and 
state representative Henry C. Sevier, chairperson of the state central com- 
mittee. The new law permitted a slate of Truman-Barkley electors to be 
placed on the ballot by petition of one hundred signatures but denied 
the slate the use of the word “Democratic” as well as the rooster sym- 
bol. Truman would appear beneath the unfamiliar donkey. Fearful the 
split in the Democratic Party might aid Republican opposition to Russell 
Long, the governor demanded that the bill permit all statewide Demo- 
cratic candidates to appear on both the Democratic /Dixiecrat ticket and 
the Truman-Barkley ticket. A few candidates, Leander Perez and Edward 
Hebert, for example, chose not to have their names listed on the Truman- 
Barkley ticket.” 

An American Federation of Labor official from Baton Rouge launched 
the Truman petition effort. Two other federation officials, both from Lake 
Charles and both members of the Democratic state central committee, 
filed a suit to restrain the secretary of state from printing ballots list- 
ing Thurmond and Wright as the Democratic Party candidates. The suit 
alleged that the September 10 meeting of the committee had been con- 
vened under false pretenses. Notices for the meeting indicated that only 
routine matters would be discussed. Assuming they would not be missing 
anything important, the members afhliated with the labor organization 
did not attend the meeting and sent proxies. State district court judge 
Charles Holcombe issued a temporary restraining order on the secretary 
of state but shortly thereafter allowed a suspensive appeal under which the 
secretary could proceed with the printing of ballots. The state supreme 
coutt refused to hear the case immediately, and the suit was withdrawn. 
Despondent, Truman supporters urged Louisiana voters to “stamp the 
‘donkey.’” * 

With the intraparty struggle resolved and the various barnyard sym- 
bols designated, the outcome of the presidential election in Louisiana 
was all but decided. Support for the president was so thin that the na- 
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tional Democratic Party did not even open a campaign office in New 
Orleans. Only five hundred persons turned out to meet vice-presidential 
candidate Alben Barkley when he visited the Crescent City, the paltriest 
attendance of his southern speaking tour. 

Because the success of States’ Rights supporters to control the state 
party machinery often turned on the sympathies of the governor, Dixie- 
ctats waited with anticipation for Georgia’s September 8 gubernatorial 
primary between acting governor M. E. Thompson and Herman Tal- 
madge. Both men publicly opposed Truman’s civil rights program; how- 
ever, neither Thompson nor Talmadge publicly supported a bolt because 
neither wanted to be accused of party disloyalty. States’ Rights leaders 
throughout the region nevertheless prayed for a Talmadge victory. Like 
his father, Talmadge championed white supremacy and supported the 
restoration of the white primary, declaring that “the fight I am making is 
a white man’s fight to keep Georgia a white man’s state.” “° He promised 
Georgians a primary “as white as we can have” and denounced Truman’s 
“oppressive, communistic, anti-South legislation.” *” 

Thompson found himself on the wrong side of the issues in 1948. 
The anti-Talmadge faction of the Georgia Democratic Party had aligned 
itself with the liberal wing of the national party, and Thompson was one 
of the few southern Democrats actively supporting President Truman. 
Furthermore, Thompson had vetoed the white primary bill in 1947 and 
had received many black votes in 1946. In addition, two of Georgia’s best- 
known liberal politicians, Ellis Arnall and E. D. Rivers, actively sup- 
ported him.** Despite his opposition to the president’s civil rights pro- 
gram and his own proposals to reinstate the white primary and strengthen 
the county unit system, white Georgians committed to the racial status 
quo viewed Thompson with suspicion. 

Much to the delight of Dixiecrat supporters across the South, Tal- 
madge won the primary. They believed this boded well for the Georgia 
States’ Rights movement because in addition to the ideological similari- 
ties between the Dixiecrats and Talmadge, the new governor was a dis- 
tant cousin to Strom Thurmond. Talmadge’s mother was a Thurmond 
from Edgefield County, South Carolina. Talmadge contended, however, 
that he and Thurmond were not close, having only met when they were 
governors.” Wallace Malone, Dixiecrat leader and bank president from 
Dothan, Alabama, made it fairly clear that the States’ Rights movement 
expected support from Talmadge now that he had wrested control of the 
state from the more liberal Thompson forces. Malone had made finan- 
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cial contributions to Talmadge’s campaign, and he reminded Talmadge 
of their quid pro quo. The Dixiecrats, he bluntly told the governor-elect, 
were “counting on Georgia’s twelve votes.” *° 

The day after Talmadge’s victory, some thirty men from Augusta or- 
ganized the Savannah Valley Thurmond-Wright Club. Led by Ed L. Wil- 
lingham Jr., an “insurance, oil, and auto-finance man” from Augusta, the 
organization declared its intention to win a spot for the States’ Rights 
candidates on the Georgia ballot.”' Clearly, though, they hoped that the 
governor-elect would engineer a takeover of the state Democratic Party 
and tie the party’s electors to the States’ Rights cause. 

The Dixiecrats’ hope was short lived, however. They had barely any 
time to savor the victory when Talmadge made it clear that he would 
not engineer a states’ rights coup; instead, he acknowledged that the 
Georgia spEc would select the electors for the Democratic Party ticket.*” 
Nevertheless, the political scene in Georgia remained confused for much 
of September. Despite Talmadge’s apparent distancing from the States’ 
Righters, party leader Charles Bloch of Macon and Talmadge wheelhorse 
Roy V. Harris of Augusta announced that Georgia's presidential electors 
would be instructed to vote against any candidate supporting federal civil 
tights legislation. On September 14 the Augusta Chronicle explained how, 
through some maneuvering, Georgia's twelve electoral votes eventually 
would go to Thurmond and Wright.** On September 17 the Adanta Jour- 
nal predicted that the Georgia ballot would most likely omit the names 
of Truman and Barkley. The twelve electors would not be instructed re- 
garding candidates but would be pledged specifically to support candi- 
dates who opposed enactment of the civil rights program.** The New York 
Times likewise believed Georgia would appoint uninstructed electors. 
The 7imes reasoned that choosing uninstructed electors would strengthen 
Georgia’s bargaining position within national Democratic Party poli- 
tics. Should Truman desperately need Georgia’s twelve votes, they could 
barter. Should the president be beaten, Georgia could vote for him with- 
out providing crucial support and thus avoid the label of “bolter.”°* 
Despite their hostility toward Truman, leaders of the Talmadge faction 
warned their supporters not to join the Dixiecrats. Such action would 
leave the state party machinery to Governor Thompson and former gov- 
ernors Rivers and Arnall.°° 

Like many, Talmadge insiders considered Dewey a sure winner and 
were looking down the road to state elections in 1950. Talmadge floor 
leader J. Robert Elliott of Columbus (who later would be appointed to 
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the federal bench by President John F. Kennedy) reminded his cronies 
that “the Georgia situation is our primary concern. . . the Georgia situa- 
tion in 1950. By September 1950, Dewey will have been in office almost two 
years and his popularity and that of the Republican party will have waned. 
Many of out own people who support him [in 1948] will be turning back 
to the traditional party of the South. The question of party regularity will 
then rise to haunt those who may have deprived the people of the State of 
the opportunity to vote the regular Party ticket.” Putting Truman’s name 
on the ballot would not constitute an endorsement. “On the other hand, 
if we deny [Georgians] the chance of voting for [Truman], we will antago- 
nize many [voters].” The Talmadge faction could avoid this rancor. “Let 
the names of the candidates appear and let there be no attempt at dic- 
tation. This is the only sure way to maintain Party regularity [and] will 
eliminate ghosts in 1950.” *” 

Dixiecrat leaders felt Georgia slipping away. Alabama party chief 
Gessner McCorvey wrote to Talmadge on September 21 seeking his com- 
mitment to the cause. Appealing to’ Talmadge as a “Southern white man,” 
McCorvey tried to convince the governor-elect that Georgia was key to 
persuading the other southern states to follow.°* States’ rights advocates 
also knew they were working against the clock. Delayed action of the 
Georgia spEc on certifying the state’s electors would close the door to any 
Democratic slate other than the one picked by the committee. Georgia’s 
election rules held that candidates for electors must be certified thirty 
days prior to the general election, in this case by October 2.”° 

Leaders of the Talmadge faction met in Atlanta on September 22 and 
tentatively decided to nominate twelve uninstructed electors.° The next 
day Thurmond arrived in Augusta for an evening States’ Rights rally that 
received a big buildup in the local paper. Some 4,000 cheering, flag- 
waving states’ rights faithful from Georgia and neighboring South Caro- 
lina packed Municipal Auditorium to hear Thurmond blast “power-mad 
politicians” who had “sacrificed their birthright for votes of the minori- 
ties.” He urged the Georgia spxc to pledge their electors to the States’ 
Rights candidates.®' 

Hoping to snuff out any pro-Thurmond contagion and to preempt the 
rumored plans of the Talmadge-controlled spEc to appoint uninstructed 
electors, Governor Thompson convened a special session of the legisla- 
ture on September 27. Thompson wanted the legislature to pass a measute 
that would permit the names of presidential and vice-presidential candi- 
dates of all parties to appear on the November ballot but that would also 
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bat unpledged electors. Thompson said he hoped such measures would 
clarify in the voters’ minds for whom they were voting and would make 
sure the electors could not “traffic and trade” in the electoral college. He 
also wanted to force the Talmadge-aligned electors to pledge themselves 
to Truman and Barkley. Should the Talmadge group fail to do this, friends 
of Thompson or of organized labor might seek to place a set of electors 
pledged to Truman on the ballot, thereby wresting control of the state 
party away from the governor-elect.” 

Failing to win the electors for Truman and Barkley, the special session 
proved a defeat for Thompson. The state senate voted on September 29 
and the house on October 1 to leave Georgia electors free to cast their 
ballots for any presidential candidate they pleased. One state senator told 
reporters that he believed that “electors should be at liberty to trade.” 
Further, the senate’s bill separated the presidential electors from those 
of the other Democratic Party candidates, thus making it possible for 
Georgians to vote the straight Democratic ticket for state offices and for 
another party’s presidential candidate.®* Finally, lawmakers amended that 
part of the law requiring thirty days’ advance certification of candidates 
to allow more time for contestants to qualify for the ballot. 

States’ Rights advocates remained hopeful, for the individual elec- 
tors still had to be appointed by the Talmadge-dominated Georgia sDEc. 
Many hoped that the committee, although barred from instructing the 
electors, would choose individuals with Dixiecrat leanings. In the Oc- 
tober 2 meeting the committee appointed twelve electors “verbally” 
pledged but not legally bound to support President Truman should he 
teceive a majority of the popular votes cast in the state. 

Although they publicly proclaimed victory, States’ Rights leaders pri- 
vately mourned the loss of Georgia. James Peters, chairperson of the 
Georgia SDEC, tried to assuage the hurt feelings of the Dixiecrats, as- 
suring one States’ Rights leader that although uninstructed electors had 
been named, “Thurmond and Wright will carry Georgia.” °° White Geor- 
gians’ invective toward Truman was strong, but was it virulent enough 
to cause voters to abandon party loyalty? Fearful that a wholesale en- 
dorsement of the States’ Rights Party would place them in an anoma- 
lous position within state politics in 1950, the Talmadge faction chose to 
play it safe. State leaders charted a middle course that allowed them to 
champion states rights’ principles without completely abandoning the 
national party. Peters continued to send letters of encouragement to 
States’ Rights leaders, and he reported to pNc chairperson McGrath that 
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the States’ Rights forces would triumph in Georgia.*’ One pro-Truman 
elector in Georgia even accused Peters and others of secretly aiding the 
States’ Rights effort.°* But on the same day that he wrote McGrath, Peters 
confided to a fellow Georgian that although the president “had insulted 
every Southern white man, . . . President Truman is not the Democratic 
party, and I suspect that most voters in the end will feel their loyalty to 
the Party is stronger than the resentment towards President Truman.” 
Peters was less duplicitous than uncertain of how white voters would re- 
act when forced to choose between their racial principles and their tra- 
ditional political allegiance. 

Thurmond felt betrayed by Talmadge. He complained that prior to 
Georgia’s primary, Talmadge had told him that the Georgia Democratic 
Party would appoint uninstructed delegates and that after the general 
election those electors would be instructed to support Thurmond and 
Wright. Thurmond further claimed that Roy Harris, “Talmadge’s right- 
hand man,” had told him Georgia Democrats would oppose any can- 
didate who favored the civil rights program. That, Thurmond whined, 
“was equivalent to saying that they would support us.””° 

Herman Talmadge remained cagey throughout the entire election. 
Appearing on the TV news program “Meet the Press” in early October, 
Talmadge skillfully avoided showing his hand. The Georgia governor- 
elect denied that his organization had any connection to the Dixiecrats, 
and he refused to predict the outcome of the presidential election. He 
conceded that “the people of Georgia are bitterly opposed to the Presi- 
dent’s civil rights program” but that they were faithful Democrats. White 
Georgians, he concluded, were torn. When asked whom he would sup- 
port, the youthful governor-elect answered repeatedly, “I’m not support- 
ing anyone except Herman Talmadge as candidate for governor.””* Tal- 
madge’s memoirs reveal little about his decision not to engineer a states’ 
tights coup. Talmadge eventually voted for Thurmond, but he remained 
officially neutral in the campaign.” Thus Herman Talmadge executed a 
delicate balancing act. Focused on preserving power within his state, he 
avoided the label of “bolter”; however, by voting for Thurmond he could 
still claim the power of the states’ rights mantle. 

On October 7 supporters of the Georgia States’ Rights Democrats 
converted the Savannah Valley Thurmond-Wright Club into the Georgia 
States’ Rights Party. On October 13 some three hundred States’ Rights 
delegates, many of whom were identified in local newspapers as Tal- 
madge supporters, gathered in Augusta and chose presidential electors 
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for the general election ballot.’* Hoping to salvage something from the 
Georgia debacle, Thurmond addressed a States’ Rights rally in Macon on 
October 19.” Despite the decision of the Talmadge organization, Geor- 
gia remained an unknown political quantity on the eve of the election. 
Although Herman Talmadge did not commit his organization to engi- 
neering a States’ Rights revolt, members of his coalition publicly sup- 
ported the Dixiecrats. Furthermore, as of October 27 no member of 
Georgia’s congressional delegation had come out for Truman. Finally, 
on October 29, U.S. Senator Richard Russell and five of the state’s ten 
congressmen declared they would vote, if not exactly for the president, 
for the electoral nominees certified by the Democratic Party of Georgia. 
However, Russell asserted, “I do not consider myself bound to support 
the Communistic plank of the Democratic national platform which is 
mislabeled civil rights,” and he would continue to fight any civil rights 
legislation.” As the election drew near, political observers considered 
the contest in Georgia a three-way race. Truman was expected to receive 
a plurality of the popular vote, but because of a peculiarity in the Georgia 
law, it was possible that the final decision on the electoral vote would not 
be determined until well after election day. State law required a majority 
rather than a plurality of the popular vote for electors. When a majority 
was lacking, the decision was left to the state legislature.’* Although the 
Talmadge-dominated group had proven that they were not inclined to 
bolt, the Dixiecrats still clung to the hope that they would swing the state 
to Thurmond after the fact. 

Clearly the success of the Dixiecrat movement depended primarily on 
the ability of States’ Rights activists to gain control of state party machin- 
ety. Inthe states where they were unsuccessful, the Dixiecrats were forced 
to run a third-party campaign, something they were organizationally and 
philosophically ill equipped to do. For Democrats who had long bene- 
fited from their ability to manipulate the system, identifying themselves 
as a third party in a one-party region was an irony they could not appre- 
ciate. Prom its inception the States’ Rights revolt was rife with internal 
discord, and third-party status in some states pushed forward disagree- 
ments over the organization’s ultimate goals. Were they merely staging 
a protest vote, or were they indeed creating a new political party? Their 
inconsistent message and conflicting motivations left voters confused as 
well. Those who might have been receptive to a third party received no as- 
surances from the Dixiecrats that they would be around once the polling 
stations closed. 
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Inadequate funding proved a major hurdle to mounting an effective 
third-party effort. The national campaign was financed by contributions 
from the states, each of which was assigned a quota of $10,000 for each 
electoral vote.’”’ In late October party leaders reported contributions 
totaling a mere $158,975. More than half came from Mississippi Dixie- 
crats. This figure covered only the funds that came into the headquarters 
and did not represent funds raised by state organizations. The largest 
single contribution came from banker Wallace Malone of Dothan, Ala- 
bama, for $3,500. As far as can be ascertained from existing financial 
documents, the Dixiecrat campaign survived primarily on small, indi- 
vidual contributions.” 

Throughout the campaign the Dixiecrats were hounded by accusa- 
tions of financial support from corporate interests, particularly oil com- 
panies. Leading the charge against the Dixiecrats were Ralph McGill 
of the Adanta Constitution and John Ed Pearce of the Louisville Courier- 
Journal. No existing financial documents, however, reveal contributions 
from oil interests. Clearly, though, the individual Dixiecrats possessed 
conservative economic interests and had extensive corporate connec- 
tions. While planters constituted an important party constituency, so did 
utility executives, bankers, and industrialists. Fielding Wright and Ben 
Laney of Arkansas had ties to the oil industry, and local representatives 
of large corporations were among the Dixiecrat leaders. Both Hous- 
ton attorney and Texas Dixiecrat Palmer Bradley and Alabama Dixie- 
ctat Gessner McCorvey of Mobile had Standard Oil of New Jersey for a 
client. McCorvey also represented Humble Oil (a Standard subsidiary), 
Gulf Oil, Magnolia Petroleum, and Tennessee Coal and Iron (United 
States Steel). Marion Rushton, chairperson of the Alabama Dixiecrats, 
represented Chase National Bank, Buckeye Cotton Oil, and the Capital 
Fertilizer Company. Former governor Frank Dixon was an attorney for 
the Associated Industries of Alabama and the National Association of 
Manufacturers representative in the state; Dixiecrat and Judge Eugene 
Blease of South Carolina represented the South Carolina Power Com- 
pany. North Carolina Dixiecrat David Clark published the Southern Tex- 
tile Bulletin, while the major Dixiecrat organ in Alabama was Alabama, 
a “newsmagazine” and the mouthpiece of the Big Mules. One news- 
magazine reported that officials of the Mississippi Power and Light Com- 
pany contributed $5,000 to the May convention held in Jackson.” 

Thurmond deflected charges of corporate control and insisted that 
“not a dime” of oil money had passed through his hands.*® Thurmond 
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acknowledged that although the Dixiecrats considered the tidelands oil 
question “a matter for the states just as we consider so-called civil rights 
legislation . . . to be reserved to the states,” neither he nor the party had 
been unduly influenced by oil industry money. His accusers, Thurmond 
contended, merely desired to smear the movement.*' Countering the New 
York Times claim that the Dixiecrats were funded by big money donors, 
Fielding Wright insisted they were supported almost exclusively “by indi- 
vidual southern citizens.” ** In their denunciations of ties to large donors 
and corporate interests, the Dixiecrats tried to portray the revolt as a 
spontaneous grassroots movement. Both Wright and Thurmond conve- 
niently forgot that Houston oil executive H. R. Cullen and Humble Oil 
Company had flown Thurmond to the Houston convention in a private 
plane and had chartered a special train for the Mississippi delegation.” 

If the Dixiecrats did indeed receive major contributions from the oil 
interests, it certainly was not reflected in their campaign efforts. Unlike 
the major party candidates, Thurmond did not travel in his own cam- 
paign train and often relied on local volunteers to transport him to and 
from speaking engagements.** The shoestring budget made it difficult 
for the party to finance extensive efforts in the individual southern states, 
which meant that most voters would get only limited exposure to the 
candidates. The Dixiecrat campaign dollar was used sparingly in states 
where the Democratic leaders refused to join the States’ Rights fight.*° 

Time constraints and a paucity of experience in managing a cam- 
paign of this magnitude also proved to be critical factors. Outside the 
Dixiecrat strongholds, the campaign fell to political amateurs, “success- 
ful young businessmen who ate more at home at Rotary and Kiwanis lun- 
cheons than in smoke-filled rooms.” *° The results were often disappoint- 
ing.*’ When the Dixiecrats’ national campaign office opened on August 9, 
States’ Rights organizers in the various states had barely three months 
to organize an offensive. The candidates and their supporters readily ac- 
knowledged this handicap. One Florida Dixiecrat leader told Thurmond 
that the major weakness of the Dixiecrats was “that we were trying to do 
a job in a matter of months that would have required a minimum of four 
years.” °° 

Problems arose with the presidential and vice-presidential candidates 
themselves. Fielding Wright abhorred campaigning, and it showed. 
Dixiecrat speechwriter J. Oliver Emmerich, publisher of the McComb 
Enterprise-Journal, frequently accompanied Wright on the stump. Years 
later he described a typical Wright campaign outing to New Orleans. 
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Emmerich recalled with bemusement how, as their train approached the 
New Orleans station, Wright became nervous at the sight of the crowd 
awaiting his arrival. Anxious, he quietly slipped out the back of the train 
and climbed, undetected, into a waiting taxicab. Wright bristled at cam- 
paign fuss and hoopla. “It irritated him,” Emmerich remarked years later. 
“He was a shy man.” 

Thurmond and Wright “were just as different as daylight and dark,” 
Emmerich later mused. He recalled how Thurmond, a natural cam- 
paigner, thrived on the crowds and the campaign motorcades preceded 
by wailing police sirens. “Thurmond got a big kick out of it,” Emme- 
tich recalled. But Thurmond’s love of the campaign trail, the pressing 
crowds, and the blaring marching bands arose from political egocentrism 
rather than a desire to build a viable and lasting political movement. Thur- 
mond’s independent political tendencies made him a good spokesman 
for white southerners angry at what they saw as abuse at the hands of 
the national party; these same tendencies also made him difficult to man- 
age as a candidate. He frequently bypassed the Jackson office altogether 
when arranging his personal appearances and disregarded speeches writ- 
ten for him by public relations staff, preferring instead to use his own 
writers. Thurmond dashed from town square to town square throughout 
the South, sometimes delivering as many as five speeches a day. Cam- 
paign director Judge Merritt Gibson remarked bitterly that the Dixiecrat 
candidate wanted to greet voters in every little “pigtrail” in the South. 
Significantly, Thurmond clashed with the other Dixiecrat leaders over 
the movement's ultimate goal. Throughout the campaign, Thurmond 
avoided any hint that the political effort he was spearheading had a shelf 
life longer than the presidential election, while the Jackson office wanted 
their candidate to serve as point man for a new political movement.” 

Candidate management issues belied deeper rifts within the Dixie- 
ctat ranks over ideology and goals. Although his subsequent political 
career made him the poster boy for white supremacy, a closer look at 
Thurmond’s gubernatorial politics and policies places him somewhere 
between the “good government” position of Arkansas’s Sidney McMath 
and the rabid race baiting of Alabama’s Horace Wilkinson. Thurmond 
came closer, politically, to returning veterans seeking to turn out the 
corrupt machines and usher in an era of industrial development and mod- 
ernization. His 1946 campaign had been remarkably free of racist ap- 
peals. As governor he helped design and push through the general as- 


sembly legislation creating a governmental reorganization commission, 
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which was responsible for streamlining government agencies. Further- 
more, he consistently urged abolition of the state’s poll tax, advocated 
legislation to provide secret ballots in the general election, championed 
the creation of a personnel merit system for state government, and had 
moved quickly to apprehend the lynchers of Willie Earle. Once in office, 
Thurmond focused on modernization. He threw open the doors of the 
governor’s mansion to visiting industrialists and undertook an intense 
campaign to promote industrial development and economic growth in 
South Carolina. A firm adherent to the dictum that a rising tide raises all 
boats, Thurmond heartily believed that the South’s racial dilemma would 
be solved through economic growth and modernization, not through 
federal interference. Thurmond and his advisors clearly distinguished 
between their brand of conservatism and what they referred to as “the 
reactionary and conservative background” of the Alabama and Missis- 
sippi Dixiecrats.”’ Thurmond’s racism drew from a well-worn paternal- 
ism that stressed responsibility for black southerners. However, victory 
demanded that Thurmond maintain the support of the more radical ele- 
ments within the movement. 

Ever since he vaulted to the front of the revolt in February, Thur- 
mond remained convinced that the states’ rights effort represented noth- 
ing more than a temporary protest whose ultimate goal was to reassert 
white southerners’ control of the national party. But despite his acknowl- 
edgment of the temporary nature of his assignment, Thurmond felt the 
need to develop positions on other national issues, such as labor relations, 
foreign policy, education, agriculture, and the atomic bomb. Of coutse, 
no one ever asked him his opinion on these subjects. In comparison with 
the relative simplicity of the defense of segregation, Thurmond confided 
to an advisor that developing a more comprehensive platform would be 
“pretty difficult.” °” Nevertheless, in elaborating on states’ rights and the 
dangers of federal intrusion into racial matters, the Dixiecrats began to 
develop a language and a philosophy that melded unease over racial inte- 
gration and an expanding state with Cold War fears, a conjunction that 
would find its ultimate success in the 1960s. 

White southerners’ concerns about civil rights and intrusions of the 
federal government into southern racial arrangements multiplied when 
considered part of what they viewed as the larger postwar Communist 
menace. Dixiecrats articulated their objections to civil rights legislation 
in terms of its anti-American features. Antilynching and anti—poll tax 
measures, they believed, encroached on individual liberty and freedom, 
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Dixiecrat presidential candidate Strom Thurmond (second from left) poses with veterans 
in Columbia, South Carolina. Photograph courtesy of Special Collections, 


Clemson University Libraries, Clemson, South Carolina. 


abrogating local self-government.’ Seemingly ignorant of the grotesque 
irony, Dixiecrat campaign literature warned that an individual “charged 
with participation in a lynching could be dragged away from his home 
and taken to a distant place [where] he would be at the mercy of the 
paid prosecutors of the Federal Government.” °* Most objectionable to 
Dixiecrats such as Thurmond was the proposed FEpc, which would out- 
law employment discrimination based on race, religion, or national ori- 
gin. Dixiecrats charged that the FEpc was patterned after a Soviet law 
authored by Joseph Stalin in the 1920s and was therefore proof that Com- 
munist spies had infiltrated the U.S. government. The FEpc, they ar- 
gued, violated the rights of employers under the Constitution because it 
would remove from the employer decisions regarding hiring and firing 
and would instead dispatch a veritable army of federal agents through- 
out the South to ensure that blacks were employed in every enterprise. 
Thurmond warned that Communists would use the proposed FEPC pro- 
visions to force “their agents and saboteurs into every tool and die room, 
every machine shop and every industrial plant and laboratory, atomic or 
otherwise, in Ametica.””° 

Equally important, the proposed Fepc threatened to upset the local 
control of southern labor. Dixiecrat denunciations of the FEPC were 
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meant for the ears of employers, not employees. A. P. Shoemaker, man- 
ager of a hotel on Mississippi’s Gulf Coast, complained to Congressman 
William C. Colmer that the proposed FEpc was encouraging local blacks 
to pursue jobs above their traditional “station.” He related how surprised 
his clerk was to see a particular female job applicant, “because [she] was 
one of the members of the Ethiopian race, one of the products of the 
FEPC to which we ate so bitterly opposed.” The audacity of this black 
woman shocked the hotel’s white employees. Shoemaker continued, “My 
secretary did not believe it could possibly be a negro that would have that 
much nerve to apply for this type of job down South.” Black Belt plan- 
tation operators such as Mississippi's Walter Sillers and industrialists like 
Louisiana’s John U. Barr likewise understood the benefits of job segrega- 
tion. The proposed FEPc would, in the words of the Alabama Chamber 
of Commerce, “strike at the fundamental rights of an employer in the 
selection of his employees in the operation of his own business.” °’ 
States’ Rights campaign events reflected the reactionary nature of 
the organization as well as its elitism, confirming that the Dixiecrats 
were not a spontaneous grassroots organization but, rather, a creation 
of elites intent on protecting their own privilege. The Dixiecrats’ pre- 
ferred modus operandi— capturing control of existing state party organi- 
zations — illustrated their disdain for grassroots politics, and their rallies 
reflected this perspective. Throughout the South, Dixiecrat functions be- 
came staged affirmations of privilege, historical pageants at which atten- 
dees dressed in the garb of the Old South or resurrected the symbols of 
the violent period known as Redemption, during which white Democrats 
overthrew the Reconstruction governments. Young male Dixiecrat sup- 
porters dressed as Confederate generals or donned planters’ hats, while 
in Abbeville, South Carolina, women attending a meeting of the South 
Carolina Democratic Party’s women’s division dressed in red shirts, remi- 
niscent of the violent campaigns of 1876. One newspaper reported that 
guests at the meeting included “women who remember the Reconstruc- 
tion period and the strenuous campaign which ended the rule of the 
carpet-baggers.”* States’ Rights rallies opened to the strains of “Dixie,” 
and supporters hoisted pictures of Robert E. Lee and Jefferson Davis in 
conjunction with the likeness of Thurmond and Wright. The Confeder- 
ate battle flag became a popular symbol of the southern States’ Rights 
resistance and regularly dotted Dixiecrat rallies and adorned Thurmond’s 
motorcades. One supporter even wrote to Thurmond to request “the 
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Dixiecrat flag. 
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The adoption of the flag as the unofficial party symbol sparked con- 
siderable debate. Ralph McGill spoke out against southerners who “pros- 
titute the Confederate Flag and the song ‘Dixie’ to their own uses.” Bir- 
mingham Post columnist John Temple Graves, on the other hand, claimed 
the time had come “for a proud Dixie-singing, Confederate flag-waving 
South that will stand up for all that’s best of its own, and do it in the spirit 
of no Lost Cause or secession but of a new place to be won in our land 
of the free and home of the brave.” *°° 

Perhaps the Dixiecrats’ most significant stumbling block concerned a 
political paradox of their own making. The white South’s ability to defend 
itself against federal intrusion into race relations had always rested on its 
dominant position within the national Democratic Party, a position of 
seniority ensured by white southerners’ intense political allegiance. The 
desire to recapture this prestige and power had prompted the Dixiecrat 
revolt. In order to succeed, the States’ Rights Party hoped to capitalize on 
its regularity, yet it needed to differentiate itself from the national party 
and to encourage white southerners to resist political change occurring 
at the national level. In a region where deviation from the Democratic 
Party typically spelled political suicide, Thurmond and the Dixiecrats 
struggled to overcome their status as party bolters. Thurmond angrily 
reminded one supporter to “explain to everyone you meet the fact that 
Governor Wright and I are the official nominees of the regular Democratic party 
of South Carolina, jast as we are the official nominees of the regular Demo- 
cratic parties of Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi.” '°’ Although indi- 
vidual Dixiecrats could agree on the eflicacy of working through the state 
party machinery, they disagreed on the long-term goal of the organiza- 
tion they had hastily created. Organizers and supporters alike differed 
on whether the States’ Rights Democratic Party would continue to exist 
as a viable protest vehicle or separate party after the election. In order 
to be taken seriously, some campaign strategists, particularly in Missis- 
sippi and Alabama, felt that they needed at least to appear committed to 
carrying on the fight after the election, to prove to voters that, as one 
Dixiecrat staffer confided, “the States’ Rights movement is not a flash- 
in-the-pan.”'”’ Some, such as campaign chairman Merritt Gibson, felt 
that while the Dixiecrat campaign could help restore the South to power 
within the Democratic Party, so, too, could it serve as the foundation for 
a new party that would attract conservative elements from both major 
parties. Among themselves the more radical Dixiecrats acknowledged 
that, indeed, they were philosophically closer to the Republicans. For 
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them the States’ Rights Democratic Party represented a means to creating 
a mote viable two-party system in the South."** Finally, the Dixiecrats 
had to defend themselves against the charge that by injecting themselves 
into the campaign, they had diluted the strength of not only the national 
Democratic Party but of state Democratic parties and had thus made a 
Republican victory mote likely.'** 


Loyal Democrats roundly condemned the aims and ideological focus of 
the new States’ Rights Democratic Party, yet many believed the Dixie- 
crat revolt would benefit the South if it resulted in the permanent exodus 
of conservatives from the party and fostered the creation of a two-party 
system.'®° The upheavals of the New Deal and war years had revitalized 
groups around which liberal southern state Democratic Parties could 
grow. Most visible among those committed to democratizing the South 
were members of the scuw and left-wing cio affiliates, who, along with a 
small group of black and white liberals, endured intimidation and physi- 
cal assault while enthusiastically campaigning for Henry Wallace and the 
Progressive Party. But they were not the only southerners longing for 
political change. The presence of contesting delegations at the Phila- 
delphia convention demonstrated the existence of a small but persistent 
moderate white Democratic constituency in the Deep South, loyal to the 
national party and ready to challenge the entrenched political elite. Join- 
ing them was a highly organized African American political organiza- 
tion wary of Wallace’s third-party candidacy and desperate for national 
recognition and assistance. In the end, President Truman, leaders of the 
pNc, and loyal Democrats within Dixiecrat-controlled states were un- 
willing and often unable to challenge the Dixiecrat cabal and to further 
the cause of two-party politics in the South. Aware of the violence that 
met the Wallace caravan at nearly every stop and hoping to prevent more 
states from breaking away, Truman avoided the South during his cam- 
paign tour.’°° He calculated that he could win the election without the 
South, yet he hedged his bets, endeavoring to contain the bolt by not 
further antagonizing the loyal states. The greatest push to hasten the exit 
of conservatives from the Democratic Party in the interest of creating a 
two-party system should have come from loyal congressmen and senators 
within the Dixiecrat states, but personal prejudice and political realities 
prevented them from acting. Vehemently opposed to civil rights legis- 
lation, loath to tie themselves to the president, and often constrained 
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by party rules, loyal New Deal Democrats such as Senators Lister Hill 
and John Sparkman in Alabama and Olin D. Johnston in South Carolina 
chose instead to sit out the election, only occasionally making bland and 
feeble statements about party loyalty. 

In Alabama, control of the presidential electors had been decided 
prior to the Philadelphia convention. Despite the Dixiecrats’ lock on 
state political power, their effort there did not proceed uncontested in 
the remaining months of the campaign. The States’ Rights movement 
received little support and often keen opposition from Alabama news- 
papers. Neither the Birmingham News nor the Montgomery Advertiser, the 
state’s largest papers, supported the Dixiecrats, referring to the States’ 
Rights Party as politically “bankrupt.” Several other papers, including 
the Huntsville Times, sapported the Republican Dewey.'°”” 

No sooner had the Birmingham convention closed than a movement 
was afoot to place Truman electors on the November ballot. “If Mrs. 
Harry Truman were a registered Alabama voter,” Montgomery Advertiser 
editor Grover Hall wrote, “there would be no way possible for her to vote 
for her husband in November.” *’* Support for the president was thin; 
nevertheless, many Alabamians resented being denied the opportunity 
to vote for him. Governor Folsom received letters from irate citizens in- 
censed that the president would not appear on the ballot.’”” Many voters 
apparently regretted, or conveniently forgot, their complicity in their 
own disfranchisement. The decision to eliminate Truman from the bal- 
lot altogether had been made during the May primary. The voters, Hall 
wrote, “feel somehow gypped.” He advocated presenting a full choice of 
electors to Alabama voters to avoid a lot of “needless belly-aching.” "° 

The effort on behalf of the Truman electors was initiated by state sena- 
tor Joseph Langan of Mobile, spokesman for Alabama labor and one of 
Governor Folsom’s few supporters during the 1947 legislative session. 
Langan threatened court action if Truman electors were barred from the 
ballot. More than fifty Alabama labor leaders met on August 15 to pledge 
their support of the Truman electors. Led by high-ranking officials of 
the Alabama Federation of Labor, the Alabama cio, and the Alabama 
Brotherhood of Railway Workers, the meeting adopted a resolution con- 
demning the “dictatorial tactics and objectives” of the Alabama Dixie- 
crats designed “to confuse and mislead the people . . . into unconsciously 
contributing to the election of a Republican president.” Langan orga- 
nized a statewide rally of “loyal Democrats” in Montgomery the follow- 
ing day. Of the two hundred persons expected, approximately thirty-five 
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showed up, most of whom were labor leaders. The Montgomery Adver- 
tiser’s front-page photo of the meeting revealed row upon row of empty 
chairs. Despite the small turnout, the Truman supporters planned to re- 
convene in Birmingham to choose electors for the November ballot. In 
the absence of a groundswell of support, and not relishing a court fight, 
Langan soon rescinded his threat to seek a court order."” 

The Truman electors movement remained dormant until October 7, 
when Governor Folsom, who had been strongly critical of the president 
during the first half of the year and who at one time had offered himself 
as a favorite son presidential candidate, pledged his support. Until this 
time Folsom had argued that the issue was one for the state legislature to 
decide and had been content to “let those that done it undone it.” "? The 
governor’s endorsement ended a long public silence on the issue. Fol- 
som further intimated that se possibly would seek court action to bind 
the state’s electors to Truman. To this threat state party leader McCorvey 
brashly replied that three of the eleven electors were ready to go to jail for 
contempt if necessary before they would vote for Truman. The following 
week Folsom announced that he would file a suit with “the proper authori- 
ties” and pledged to pursue the case to the U.S. Supreme Court if neces- 
saty.''* To avoid a court battle, loyalist Democrats contemplated calling 
a special session of the state legislature to consider ways to place Truman 
electors on the ballot. But this plan fizzled because the Dixiecrat forces 
had the loyalists in a bind. According to Alabama law, anyone who failed 
to support the electors duly chosen in a Democratic primary—in this 
case, the Dixiecrat electors—risked being barred from the party’s next 
primary.’ Senators Lister Hill and John Sparkman, along with members 
of the congressional delegation, eventually announced that they would 
vote for the Democratic electors (in this case, Thurmond and Wright), 
though they refused to campaign for the ticket."° 

After placing himself squarely, if belatedly, in the Truman camp, Fol- 
som campaigned for the unpopular president in the last week and a half of 
the campaign. Hoping to head off Republican gains in his state, the gov- 
ernor went to northern Alabama, where Dewey appeared most threaten- 
ing. A natural campaigner, Folsom hit the hustings with the Strawberry 
Pickers, a string band that had accompanied him on the campaign trail 
since 1946. Absent from the 1948 campaign, though, was John Stiefel- 
meyer, whose job it had been to pass around the “suds bucket” during 
the campaign stops. Stiefelmeyer informed the governor that he was a 
Dewey man.""” 
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Governor Folsom sponsored a pro-Truman rally on November 1 at the 
state capitol. Speaking to a crowd of about five hundred, Folsom railed 
against the “manipulation” perpetrated by “three dozen” men meeting 
in “smoke filled rooms” that “took away the rights of three million per- 
sons.” He then instructed Alabamians to “vote under the Rooster” — 
the straight Democratic ticket. He told the crowd that although this 
would mean voting for the States’ Rights electors, proposed court action 
could compel those eleven electors to vote for Truman. Later, in a state- 
wide radio broadcast, Folsom neglected to mention the importance of 
the pending lawsuit and simply told listeners, “When you go to the 
polls and vote the straight Democratic ticket it will be counted for the 
president.” "* Alabama’s congressional delegation offered mixed sup- 
port. While all pledged their support for the “Democratic ticket,” they 
varied in their willingness to speak out on behalf of the Dixiecrats. Sena- 
tors Hill and Sparkman kept their distances, as did Congressmen Carter 
Manasco, Edward deGraffenreid, and Bob Jones. Congressman Laurie C. 
Battle from Birmingham offered his assistance, as did Albert Rains from 
Gadsden and George Grant from Alabama’s second district." Certainly, 
many voters could not truly know to whom Democratic votes would go. 

Mississippi Dixiecrats encountered the least resistance; the campaign, 
for the most part, had been won by early August. Vice-presidential can- 
didate Wright spent the balance of the campaign touring neighboring 
states in an attempt to win uninstructed delegates to the Dixiecrat banner. 
Mississippi's congressional delegation solidly backed the States’ Rights 
takeover. The ground on which one could challenge the States’ Rights 
forces was rapidly receding. After witnessing Mississippi’s walkout at the 
Democratic convention, Frank Smith wrote to Philip Mullen and secretly 
encouraged him to organize a slate of Truman electors. Mullen was skep- 
tical that such a move would garner any support. “There is no way you can 
rationalize with [white Mississippians] after nigger has been yelled,” he la- 
mented.’ Despite warnings from Congressman John Stennis, a relative 
liberal by Mississippi standards, that he would be “contaminated” by the 
effort, Mullen proceeded to gather a group of students from the Univer- 
sity of Mississippi from among whom they would choose electors. Before 
they could present their slate of electors, however, a group of nine stu- 
dents from Mississippi State College —Dixiecrat supporters all —quali- 
fied themselves as pro-Truman electors on September 17. Mullen’s group 
nevertheless qualified for the ballot and awaited the election, which they 
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viewed as a “tremendous opportunity” to “take the party over for real 
democratic purposes and for human rights.” 

Among the Dixiecrat states, South Carolina experienced the stron- 
gest and best-organized anti-Dixiecrat, pro-Truman effort, led by the ppp 
and the Citizen Democrats. Even within the state party itself, opposi- 
tion arose to the hijacking of the electors. Representatives from the ma- 
jority white upstate counties, where New Deal labor policies had aided 
working-class whites, opposed the move. One representative demanded 
that voters be given a choice and urged the committee to put out a party 
ballot carrying two slates of electors, one pledged to the States’ Rights 
Democratic ticket and one pledged to the national Democratic ticket. 
During the tumultuous seven-hour meeting, committee members de- 
bated whether by instructing their electors to vote for Thurmond and 
Wright they had formally severed their ties with the national party. Dis- 
senters feared that such an action would cost members of their congres- 
sional delegation their seniority.'** After the state Democratic Party had 
formally endorsed Thurmond and Wright as its nominees, Thurmond 
made it known that he supported placing Truman electors on the ballot — 
just not as Democratic Party electors.’” 

The South Carolina Dixiecrat headquarters opened in Columbia on 
August 25. States’ Rights committees were organized in every county, and 
a woman’s committee, directed by Mrs. Nathaniel Gist Gee, formed in 
early October. Gee, a former teacher at Winthrop College in Rock Hill, 
was the wife of the great-nephew of Confederate brigadier general S. R. 
Gist.'** To raise funds for the campaign, the South Carolina committee 
assessed a quota of $1,000 for each member of the general assembly from 
each county. Campaign strategists reminded their workers that “no white 
man of woman in South Carolina should be satisfied until he or she Has 
DONE ALL for this cause.” '”° Although the States’ Rights Democrats en- 
joyed wide support throughout the state, funds trickled into the office. 
As of October 30, the eve of the election, the state office had received 
only $68,895.83 in total contributions, far short of the $170,000 goal they 
had set for the state.’?° 

Almost from the start of the campaign, even the strongest Dixiecrat 
paper in the state, the Charleston News and Courier, acknowledged Thur- 
mond’s slim chances for outright victory and recognized that they could 
only send a protest vote.'”” The Columbia Record, the closest thing to a 
liberal white viewpoint in South Carolina, labeled the Dixiecrat effort 
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futile. “If the South wants to make its protest meaningful and effective,” 
the Record claimed, “it will have to shift not from the Democratic Party 
to the Dixiecrat splinter party but to the Republican Party.” '** Despite 
the Dixiecrats’ lock on the state party machinery, South Carolina was less 
than solid behind the organization. Geographically speaking, discon- 
tent with the Dixiecrats centered in the majority white upstate counties. 
State party leaders listened anxiously to rumors that select counties were 
planning to withdraw from the state party but hoped to remain affiliated 
with the national party.’*” Upstate newspapers leveled harsh criticism on 
the Dixiecrats. The Spartanburg Herald called the movement “top heavy” 
and questioned the organization’s claims of grassroots support, while the 
Anderson Independent labeled the movement “backward-looking, reaction- 
ary, and self-seeking.” °° 

South Carolina Dixiecrats lacked the vocal support of the state’s most 
renowned public figure, James F. Byrnes. Throughout 1948 the former 
senator, Supreme Court justice, secretary of state, and presidential con- 
fidante remained tight lipped and aloof despite numerous entreaties to 
involve himself in the movement. Privately Byrnes expressed concern re- 
garding federal encroachment on the rights of the states and seemed to 
support southern independent action, admitting to one confidante that 
“the South must put itself in the position where its power is felt and where 
it can no longer be relied upon to furnish the electoral votes necessary 
to the success of the Democratic party regardless of the policies of the 
party" 

South Carolina’s congressional delegation gave Thurmond mixed sup- 
port. Senator Olin Johnston, a veteran New Dealer who depended on 
the support of South Carolina labor, announced on August 9 that he 
would not bolt the regular party, although he did not enthusiastically sup- 
port the president. Political observers speculated that Johnston expected 
Thurmond to challenge him in 1950 and hoped to tarnish the governor 
with a charge of disloyalty.’°* Senator Burnet Maybank, whose strongest 
support came from the low country and Black Belt counties, announced 
his tacit support for the States’ Rights candidates, as did the rest of the 
state’s congressional delegation, with Congressman L. Mendel Rivers of 
Charleston among the most vocal.’ 

White South Carolinians did not necessarily believe Thurmond and 
Wright could win; nevertheless, they saw value in voting for them as a 
protest action. C. P. Ryan, a physician from Jasper County, bluntly rea- 
soned that “anybody in the South . . . who doesn’t vote the States’ Rights 
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ticket is a plain jackass.” ** Even if the average white citizen did not think 
Thurmond could win, at least one avid supporter hoped he would. The 
governot’s twenty-two-yeat-old wife, Jean, was excited by the possibility 
of being first lady. When interviewed by Charles Parmer of the Washing- 
ton Post, Jean Thurmond said that if she should spend the “next four years 
in the White House, I shall certainly serve grits there.” Grits were not 
the only southern tradition Jean Thurmond hoped to transport to the 
nation’s capital. She told Parmer she would staff the White House with “a 
group of very faithful Negroes” who currently served the Thurmonds in 
the governor’s mansion in Columbia."*° 

The independent challenges to the South Carolina Dixiecrats got 
under way shortly after the kickoff of the States’ Rights campaign. The 
Citizen Democrats opened their state headquarters at the Wade Hampton 
Hotel in Columbia on August 30 and immediately began work to prepare 
a Truman-Barkley ticket of electors for the November ballot.’*° Aware 
that their best chance for success depended on support from the DNc, 
state party representatives met with national chairman Howard McGrath 
for nearly an hour on September 2. Following the meeting McGrath 
announced that because “the Dixiecrats are a fourth party movement, 
deliberately designed by their leaders to aid the Republican party,” the 
DNC would recognize and support the new party pledged to the na- 
tional Democratic ticket.*’ McGrath further warned southern Demo- 
cratic Party office seekers that they risked losing their party status if they 
supported the Dixiecrat presidential ticket, and that prominent Dixie- 
crats risked forfeiting their spot on the pnc."** 

Although the pNc encouraged and recognized the pro-Truman party 
organizations in Mississippi and South Carolina as official Truman elec- 
tors and as representatives to the pNc, the committee admitted that it had 
no authority to expel from the party any “duly elected legislators” who 
might choose to support Thurmond.’ It could, however, deny them rec- 
ognition as members of the pNc. Both Thurmond and Marion Rushton 
of Alabama, who had represented their states on the national commit- 
tee, had tried to resign, but their respective state committees had refused 
to accept their resignations. McGrath’s assistant William Primm com- 
mented that “if these people think they can fight the national party ticket 
and then come in and ask that they be seated or recognized by the national 
committee, they are mistaken.” '*® Beyond recognizing the new party or- 
ganizations and sending them small campaign grants, the pNc and the 
Truman administration approached the Dixiecrat defection with ambiva- 
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lence and detachment.'’ Clark Clifford later recalled that the president 
was willing to sacrifice the Dixiecrat states, confident that he would carry 
the South despite the defections. Clifford advised the president further 
that “Negro votes in the crucial states will more than cancel out any votes 
[you] may lose” in the Dixiecrat-controlled states.'** Aware that main- 
taining party harmony and keeping the remaining states in the Demo- 
cratic column required a delicate touch, Truman by and large avoided the 
South during the campaign and gave no overt encouragement to loyalist 
factions within the captive states. 

The ppp had been turned back at Philadelphia; nevertheless, the group 
returned to South Carolina determined to continue the fight for civil 
tights. Despite Judge Waring’s July decision, registration restrictions 
against African Americans continued. John McCray told the Columbia 
Record that he possessed affidavits of voting registration violations in 
Marion, Marlboro, and Chesterfield Counties charging that registrars re- 
quired blacks either to present registration certificates or to submit to the 
regulations necessary to obtain these certificates. Some reported that they 
had to show poll tax receipts and be able to read and interpret the Con- 
stitution to enroll in the party books, prerequisites that violated Waring’s 
order. McCray further claimed that white persons in those counties were 
able to enroll by merely signing their names in the books.'** Despite these 
obstacles, African Americans made considerable gains in some counties. 
The county chairman of Beaufort reported on August 3 that nearly one- 
third of that county’s enrolled voters were black, and that 1,226 names 
were added to the party’s books during the extended enrollment period 
ordered by Judge Waring. During the extension only sixty-five whites en- 
tolled.’** Nearly 30,000 blacks voted in the state’s mid-August primary.'* 

After the enrollment books were officially closed, McCray and the ppp 
focused on the November election. The outspoken black leader did not 
shy away from denigrating the Dixiecrats’ campaign as “the worst hate 
campaign ever to disgrace America” and Strom Thurmondas “the rabble- 
rousing . . . inciter of the Ku Klux Klan.” '*° Even though the national 
party had turned its back on the ppp in Philadelphia, McCray still con- 
sidered the Democratic Party black southerners’ best hope. “If President 
Truman loses we can. . . kiss Civil Rights goodbye,” he declared.” At 
a speech in Orangeburg, he discouraged black South Carolinians from 
supporting Henry Wallace and the Progressive Party, whom he believed 
had no hope of winning and thus no power to change the situation in the 
South.'* 
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The ppp appointed field captains who fanned out throughout the 
state’s black communities in a “Re-elect Truman” campaign to solicit vote 
pledges and money to be used to get voters to the polls in November. Al- 
though the organization fell short of its goal to get 100,000 black citizens 
to pledge their vote and $1.00, McCray did receive petitions and pledges 
of money for the president. Most of the signers contributed $1.00; some, 
only 25 cents. H. B. Sharon of Horry County, who contributed $5.00 to 
the campaign, wrote, “I am a Truman man. I wants to stand by the man 
that stand for me.” '*° 

McCray remained firm in his opposition to joining forces with the 
Citizen Democrats as he felt they were not as yet recognized as the state 
Democratic Party. To align with them at this point, McCray felt, would 
be self-defeating. Further, the explosive nature of racial politics in South 
Carolina worked against interracial coalition politics. Any cooperation 
between the white and black groups would surely be exploited by the 
Dixiecrats. Indeed, McCray urged black South Carolinians to boycott a 
Truman rally in Columbia in October because he believed that Dixiecrats 
were bribing blacks to attend in order to discredit the national Demo- 
cratic Party.'*° 

No one believed that the loyalist organizations in Mississippi and 
South Carolina would successfully deliver their states from the clutches 
of the Dixiecrats. Not unreasonably, however, members of the Citizen 
Democrats and the pro-Truman group in Mississippi hoped that the pNc 
and the Truman administration would continue to nurture these nascent 
political organizations as part of a larger commitment to the growth of 
legitimate, indigenous, and more liberal Democratic southern politics. 
But for ’Truman to have interfered in state political organizations would 
have been political suicide, raising the specter of federal intrusion into 
state institutions, thus adding fuel to the Dixiecrat fire. Any hope that 
these new organizations would have of replacing the Dixiecrat groups 
lay with officeholders and activists interested in remaining loyal to the 
national party. Unfortunately, these political leaders preferred to keep 
their heads down and wait out the election, loath to lash themselves to 
Truman. 


On the morning of November 2, 1948, States’ Rights Democratic Party 
presidential candidate Strom Thurmond and his wife, Jean, traveled to 
the Edgefield courthouse to vote. Thurmond maintained the posture of 
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confident candidate, posing for the cameras as he dropped his ballot into 
the ballot box. After voting, he and Jean drove back to Columbia to await 
the results.’*? 

The presidential election of 1948 has nearly attained the status of a 
legend. Harry Truman was elected to a term in his own right, defying the 
predictions of most pundits, who considered him a sure loser. Less sur- 
prising was the performance of the States’ Rights Democrats, who came 
in a distant third in the popular and electoral votes. Although the Dixie- 
crat leaders claimed that from its inception the movement was national, 
in fact it was exclusively southern. The Dixiecrats received one-fifth of 
the popular vote in the South, and 98.8 percent of the total Dixiecrat 
vote was from the South. They carried the four states in which they were 
listed as the Democratic Party candidates — Alabama, Mississippi, South 
Carolina, and Louisiana. Truman carried the remaining southern states. 
The Dixiecrats received one or more votes in only nine states outside the 
Deep South, and their greatest success of those nine came in the bor- 
der state of Kentucky, where they garnered 1.3 percent of the total votes 
cast. The percentages of votes for the Dixiecrats were, in Alabama, 79.8; 
Arkansas, 16.5; Florida, 10.3; Georgia, 20.3; Louisiana, 49.1; Mississippi, 
87.2; North Carolina, 8.8; South Carolina, 72.0; Tennessee, 13.4; Texas, 
9.3; Virginia, 10.4."°7 

Those states with the highest percentages of blacks gave Thurmond 
his largest margins of victory. Furthermore, the States’ Rights Democrats 
were confined not only to the South but (with a few notable exceptions) 
to the Black Belt region, an area that had previously been most loyal to 
the Democratic Party because it had never interfered with southern race 
relations. Studies have confirmed that within a state, counties with a high 
proportion of blacks tended to vote more heavily for Thurmond, while 
those with fewer blacks supported Truman. Whites living in areas with a 
large black population were more responsive to the Dixiecrats’ warnings 
of impending integration than were whites living in areas with a relatively 
small black population.’** 

South Carolina provides a good illustration of Dixiecrat strengths and 
weaknesses. In his study of presidential voting in South Carolina, politi- 
cal scientist Donald Fowler found that in the twenty-six counties in the 
coastal plains or low country area (counties with the highest proportions 
of blacks) sixteen ranked in the top one-half of all counties for Thur- 
mond. The South Carolina governor fared less well in the piedmont, or 
upstate, region, where fewer blacks resided. Of twenty counties in the 
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piedmont, thirteen ranked in the upper twenty-three counties in percent- 
age of vote for President Truman. Thurmond captured every county in 
the state but two: Anderson and Spartanburg, which had low percent- 
ages of blacks and significant percentages of textile workers, who were 
less inclined to be motivated by the Dixiecrats’ economically conservative 
message.'** 

Where the States’ Rights Democrats were forced to runasa third party, 
their fortunes declined considerably. Nevertheless, Thurmond carried 
three counties in northern Florida, three in the Arkansas delta, two in 
Tennessee, and twelve in Georgia. The Dixiecrats also made a respect- 
able showing (though short of a plurality) in eastern Texas and southern 
North Carolina.’** 

Political commentators rushed to deliver post mortem appraisals of 
what one journalist termed “one of the most conspicuous failures in 
American political history.” °° True, the Dixiecrats had not achieved their 
immediate goal of capturing the electoral votes of the Solid South. Tra- 
ditional political allegiances, fear of party reprisals, intrastate political 
challenges, and New Deal political inroads kept many voters from sup- 
porting the reactionary movement. A year after the election, political 
scientist V. O. Key Jr. wrote the Dixiecrats’ epitaph, saying that their elec- 
toral failure represented the last gasp of the Old South, the end of the 
political power of white supremacist appeals. But analysts who hoped to 
consign the Dixiecrats to history’s dustbin were speaking prematurely. 
For in spite of its failure at the polls, which historian Numan Bartley 
has labeled “decisive,” the Dixiecrat effort had profound meaning for the 
South and southern politics. The Dixiecrats’ racially charged states’ rights 
agenda would influence numerous political contests in 1950. Support for 
the Dixiecrats —and disgust with the policies of the national Democratic 
Party —was stronger than historians have acknowledged, and while New 
Deal political divisions held, their strength faltered in the face of the in- 
creasing vigor of racial politics in the postwar era.'*” 

The true strength of Dixiecrat support has been obscured by the 
Dixiecrats’ own strategy. The tenacity of Democratic Party attachments 
dictated that the Dixiecrats work through state political parties and in- 
sist on maintaining the Democratic Party label. In Georgia and Florida, 
for example, the Dixiecrats had to run as third-party candidates. It is 
worth noting that in Georgia, Thurmond received over 20 percent of 
the popular vote. While this was far short of victory and most certainly 
a disappointment to the States’ Rights forces, it indicates a healthy de- 
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gree of dissatisfaction with the national party and a breakdown in Demo- 
cratic Party allegiance, no small concern in the rural South. Traditional 
political loyalty proved to be a major obstacle confronting the Dixiecrats 
throughout the campaign; for 20 percent of the voters of one state to re- 
ject their historic political affiliation and separate their racial politics from 
their political identity reveals the persistent power of the States’ Rights 
message. 


Strom Thurmond would later recall fondly his run for the presidency. 
The Dixiecrats’ greatest service, he declared, had been “to pull four states 
away from the national Democratic Party and show the sky wouldn’t fall. 
Ever since then the South has been independent.” ** While not entirely 
accurate, Thurmond had touched on something. The Dixiecrats’ exercise 
in political independence, no matter how circumscribed, would serve as 
a model and a lesson during the next presidential election. Given Strom 
Thurmond’s considerable political skills and longevity, his role in the 
tevival of the Republican Party in the South in the 1960s and its subse- 
quent ascendancy in the 1980s and 1990s, and historians’ obsession with 
“origins,” it is tempting to draw a direct line between Thurmond’s Dixie- 
crats and the modern Republican Party. While it is, of course, essential 
to ponder political developments and recognize fundamental links, it is 
perhaps more important to remember that historical figures acting in the 
postwar era were obviously coming from a very different perspective. Al- 
though the Dixiecrats did lay some of the groundwork for the two-party 
South, at the time that is not what they had set out to do. Indeed, as will 
be shown in the following chapter, Strom Thurmond quickly distanced 
himself from the Dixiecrats as the votes were being counted. Examina- 
tion of the Dixiecrat campaign and its results reveals a crucial irony of 
southern political development: The Dixiecrats sought to recapture lost 
prestige and power within a party that seemed to be moving away from 
them. Guided by their own sense of historic loyalty, they attempted to co- 
opt party allegiance. But the mere act of staging a revolt in effect led them 
to create something new and, as a result, sever forever the relationship 
between the Black Belt and the national party. 
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THE CAUSE LOST 


The Decline of the Dixiecrat Movement, 
1949-1950 


I must... concede that [Olin] Johnston needs a sound beating, but I also must maintain 
that he does not deserve it from [Strom] Thurmond. 
MODJESKA MONTIETH SIMKINS 


South Carolina businesswoman and political activist, rgso 


“We shall win that civil rights battle just as we won the election,” de- 
clared a confident Truman in the wake of his upset victory.’ Many voters 
likewise believed Harry Truman’s election constituted a mandate on civil 
tights, and they expected the Eighty-first Congress to heed the message.” 
Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota, new head of the apa, whose 
last-minute plea at the national convention had so upset southern conser- 
vatives, predicted that Congress would pass the entire Truman program 
if those who had endorsed civil rights planks at the 1948 Democratic and 
Republican conventions were “sincere and honest.” Members of Con- 
gress who reneged on theit promises of support, he continued, would 
“face a lot of trouble in the days ahead.”* 

Many liberals echoed the sentiments of one NAAcp leader that Tru- 
man’s victory represented “a great achievement for democracy [and] a 
death knell for Dixiecrats,” and they waited impatiently for the Dixie- 
crats to disappear.* The States’ Rights organization survived the transi- 
tion into the postelection era, but during the next two years it suffered 
from the same problems that plagued it in 1948. Almost before the last 
votes were counted, Strom Thurmond abandoned the organization to 
its more radical leaders in preparation for his run for the U.S. Senate 
in 1950, giving credence to critics who believed that his candidacy had 


been a public relations ploy for national exposure. Lacking the purpose 
and momentum of a national election, the directionless organization 
floundered in its attempts to attach itself at the state level. The strength 
of the States’ Rights movement was tested in 1950 in a series of elec- 
tions interpreted as battles between liberal and conservative forces for 
the future of the South. The results were mixed. Although the Dixie- 
crats lost in strategic political contests in South Carolina and Alabama, 
their opponents unequivocally defended segregation and distanced them- 
selves from the president—effectively usurping the Dixiecrat message 
of white supremacy while still adhering to a New Deal philosophy. No 
longer tied to Truman, southern leaders who had passively supported the 
national Democratic Party in 1948 were free to run on their own records, 
which demonstrated their firm, effective opposition to civil rights legis- 
lation. Their successful melding of New Deal economic achievements 
with pledges to maintain the racial status quo guaranteed that the color 
line would be protected in the postwar South. 

The Dixiecrats’ failure in the 1950 elections demonstrated the dif- 
ficulty of breaking traditional voting habits in anything other than 
presidential elections. It was more difficult for Dixiecrat candidates to 
challenge indigenous southern officeholders with strong segregation- 
ist credentials than it was to convince voters to turn away from Harry 
Truman. But a close look at the elections themselves demonstrates the 
degree to which the Dixiecrats had poisoned the well of postwar south- 
ern politics by forcing candidates who had come into office on platforms 
of economic liberalism to slug it out with the Dixiecrat candidates for 
the title of most ardent defender of racial segregation. The fallout from 
the elections would have disastrous consequences for black civil rights. 


The patty status of wayward southern Democrats remained an open ques- 
tion in the wake of Truman’s victory. The president’s assistant press sec- 
retary Eben Ayers noted in his diary only days after the contest that the 
president initially favored taking a hard line against party bolters. “I don’t 
want any fringes in the Democratic party,” Truman declared in a staff 
meeting. “No Wallacites and no States’ Righters.” ° Many hoped Truman 
would work to deny southern congressmen committee chairmanships 
and patronage power and thus make it easier to pass civil rights legisla- 
tion. In a radio broadcast from Paris on November 8, Eleanor Roosevelt 
infuriated many white southerners when she urged party leaders to expel 
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the Dixiecrats from the Democratic Party.° Some analysts speculated, 
however, that any attempt by the administration to withhold patronage 
would result in another southern rebellion.’ A former senator, Truman 
remained sensitive to Congtess’s protection of its prerogatives and ac- 
knowledged that the granting of committee chairmanships was a con- 
gressional, not a presidential, privilege.* Furthermore, the president was 
eager to consolidate congressional gains and to win passage of his legis- 
lative program. The threat of a coalition of Republicans and southern 
Democrats in Congress curbed any vengeful tendencies Truman might 
have exercised. 

Loyal southern Democrats, while hostile toward the Dixiecrats, be- 
lieved that punishing the States’ Rights supporters could boomerang in 
the Dixiecrats’ favor in future elections. In a region that viewed even 
the slightest perception of interference of local elections from outsiders 
with suspicion, a perceived slight could work against the loyalists. South 
Carolina senator Olin Johnston, who along with many others believed 
Thurmond planned to challenge him in 1950, worried that “if the [DNC] 
should try to punish . . . Thurmond, it might react to his advantage.”° 
One Truman loyalist in the state commented that for national leaders 
simply to ignore Thurmond would be “just about the worse [s/c] treatment 
you can give a politician.” 

Ironically, not only did Dixiecrats in Congress go unpunished, but be- 
cause of congressional seniority rules, States’ Rights supporters secured 
committee assignments that directly impinged on civil rights legislation. 
Mississippi senator and outspoken Dixiecrat James Eastland took over as 
chairman of the judiciary subcommittee on civil rights. From this lofty 
position he could wreak havoc on the administration’s civil rights pro- 
gram, with the exception of FEPc and anti—poll tax bills. Eastland sur- 
prised no one when, on January 28, he announced that he would filibuster 
any attempt to limit debate on civil rights legislation." John Stennis, Mis- 
sissippi’s other senator, headed a Rules Committee subcommittee that 
oversaw anti-poll tax legislation. William Colmer, congressman from 
Mississippi, was appointed to the House Rules Committee.'* Whatever 
his personal feelings, the president refrained from taking any obviously 
punitive actions or petty potshots. As Truman told one supporter, he had 
“tried [his] best to keep personalities out of the campaign and to stick 
strictly to issues.” '? Truman apparently could not resist all opportunities 
for personal revenge and publicly snubbed the South Carolina governor 
during the inaugural parade. As Strom and Jean Thurmond rode past 
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the presidential reviewing stand, Strom waved his hat at the president. 
Truman, stone-faced, nodded curtly and turned away. After the Thur- 
monds had passed, the president laughed with his entourage."* Although 
Truman denied having done this, the alleged brush-off was big news in 
South Carolina and inflamed anti-Truman passions there.’° 

In his State of the Union address delivered the first week of Janu- 
aty 1949, the president introduced his legislative agenda that collectively 
came to be known as the Fair Deal, a comprehensive program comprised 
of proposals rehabilitated from his first term, including plans for public 
housing, public power development, and health care reform, and new 
demands such as the repeal of the antilabor Taft-Hartley legislation."® 
Once again the president asked for civil rights legislation. Progress, he 
declared, depended on “faith in our domestic institutions,” and that “faith 
is embodied in the promise of equal rights and equal opportunities which 
the founders of our Republic proclaimed to their countrymen and to the 
whole world.” *’ 

Harry Truman’s Fair Deal proposals convinced States’ Rights Demo- 
crats that the national Democratic Party had moved even farther from 
its original principles. The struggle, they declared, must continue. But 
the disagreements over strategies and goals that had hindered the States’ 
Rights organization during the 1948 campaign spilled over into the post- 
election era and multiplied exponentially. Minimal cohesion had been 
achieved during the presidential campaign primarily because all factions 
were dedicated ultimately to securing votes for Thurmond. With that 
focus gone and with no discernible leadership, the organization’s tenu- 
ous unity began to crumble altogether. Many political observers were 
surprised the Dixiecrats continued to function at all. The Advanta Journal 
reported that go percent of 150 southern daily newspaper editors polled 
predicted the States’ Rights Democrats would fold following the elec- 
tion, which was no cynical prediction, considering that many of these 
papers remained sympathetic to the States’ Rights cause."* 

In the weeks prior to the election, however, Alabama and Mississippi 
Dixiecrats began laying the groundwork for a permanent organization. 
Many States’ Righters agreed with attorney Charles W. Collins, author of 
Whither Solid South? and the Dixiecrats’ tactician, that Thurmond’s cam- 
paign had created the basis for a new political party. Dixiecrat leaders 
convened in Memphis about a week before the election and agreed to 
continue the fight for “constitutional government and individual lib- 
erty” after the election.’” Although Thurmond vowed publicly to con- 
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tinue to fight for states’ rights principles, he proved unwilling to maintain 
any close affiliation with the movement he had led only a few months 
ago.” The South Carolina governor sent mixed messages to his fellow 
Dixiecrats. Thurmond wrote to Alabama’s Horace Wilkinson in mid- 
November that he supported the creation of a permanent States’ Rights 
organization to fight all civil rights legislation and promised his active 
support.” To others he refused to commit to any postelection activity 
and instead counseled patience.” 

States’ Rights leaders, minus Thurmond, shook off their defeat and 
convened in Birmingham in mid-December 1948 and again in January 
1949 to chart their postelection activity. Members, including Barr of New 
Orleans and Dixon of Alabama, remained divided over whether to cre- 
ate a new party or to organize themselves into a nonpartisan lobbying 
group. They did little more than plan. The group voted to create a non- 
profit states’ rights institute in Washington with the vague mission of 
“spreading” states’ rights principles. They eventually decided to postpone 
the opening of the institute, choosing instead to focus their energies on 
defeating the civil rights legislation pending in Congress.” 

Thurmond’s distancing act gave some influential States’ Righters 
pause. Birmingham Post columnist and States’ Rights proponent John’Tem- 
ple Graves urged Thurmond to regain control of the movement. “You ate 
the titular leader of the movement . . . and it was for you that more than 
a million people cast their vote,” he pleaded. Furthermore, Thurmond 
represented the movement’s best hope “because you stand for a liberal- 
ism... that set[s] you apart from most of the leadership.” * Thurmond 
admitted to Graves that although the future of the States’ Rights move- 
ment was important to him, he had “many serious questions” concerning 
its future course.”* Clearly, Thurmond was biding his time. With the con- 
clusion of his protest candidacy, he hoped to lay low, anticipating his run 
for the Senate in 1950. Unwilling to disassociate himself completely from 
the movement he had, in fact, helped create, he nevertheless wanted to 
maintain his distance from the more strident members. 

With mixed emotions, States’ Righters watched as all attempts to pass 
civil rights legislation in 1949 and 1950 succumbed to congressional dead- 
lock. Although the House voted in January 1949 to curtail the power of 
the Rules Committee to bottle up legislation through debate, the Sen- 
ate remained a graveyard for the various civil rights bills, and southern 
Democrats once again proved themselves most effective through the use 
of the filibuster. The Senate spent the early months of 1949 wrangling 
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over measures designed to limit debate and the possibility of filibuster.”* 
Liberal Democrats in the Senate moved slowly, much to the consterna- 
tion of civil rights activists.”” Senate Democratic leaders were caught in 
a “triangular squeeze” among Republican efforts to promote civil rights 
legislation, southern Democrats’ fierce opposition to any revision of the 
cloture rule, and the increasingly incessant demands from civil rights 
groups to amend the rules from a two-thirds to a majority requirement 
for cloture. The White House, not wishing to jeopardize its relationship 
with the new Congress, steered clear of this parliamentary debacle. Un- 
willing to take the lead, the administration avoided civil rights groups 
demanding action. Presidential assistant Philleo Nash advised, “I know 
of nothing we could say at this point [to civil rights groups], except that 
the matter is entirely congressional. This would be so unsatisfactory that 
Iam sute it is better to say nothing.” 

In private the president remained determined to pursue his civil rights 
agenda. In a letter to his brother, Vivian, Truman intimated that he ex- 
pected all bills except the one authorizing a permanent FEPC to pass. 
When his brother suggested that he sacrifice FEPc legislation, Truman 
disagreed. The Fepc, Truman argued, “has to be carried to its conclu- 
sion,” and he stated that he expected “to put the whole [civil rights] pro- 
gram over before I leave this office because it is right.”*” Nevertheless, 
the administration failed to get any of its desired civil rights legislation 
passed. Anti-poll tax, antilynching, voting rights, and FEPpC measures 
went down to defeat.*° In June 1949 congressional watchers reported that 
the president’s program had been “quietly scuttled” by Democratic lead- 
ers in Congress who simply buried it in committees, a device that allowed 
responsibility to be spread widely. The Naacp referred to this method of 
killing legislation as a “back-door filibuster.” *' By late summer of 1949 
little hope remained for any of Truman’s civil rights program. The presi- 
dent conceded defeat in October and “agreed to postpone civil rights 
until the next session,” angering many activists. By the summer of 1950 
Truman publicly supported civil rights but was unable to bend Congtess 
to his will. In 1951 congressional committees again failed to report on any 
civil rights measures.” Civil rights groups were despondent.” 

In early February 1949 Dixiecrat delegates from twelve states assem- 
bled in Birmingham for another strategy session. Both Thurmond and 
Fielding Wright were scheduled to attend; however, only the Missis- 
sippi governor showed up. The group officially changed its name to 
the National States’ Rights Committee and declared that although it 
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was not a political party, it hoped to have some impact in the 1952 and 
1956 presidential elections.** Anticipating a repeat of the 1948 revolt in 
the upcoming presidential election, Alabama’s Horace Wilkinson wrote 
urgently to Frank Dixon that “we should not lose any time organizing 
a Democratic club in every precinct of Alabama.”** From their posts 
in the Deep South, the Dixiecrats watched the congressional fight over 
Truman’s civil rights program with mixed feelings. One Texas Dixiecrat 
expressed concern that if the southern filibuster proved successful, “our 
states’ rights movement will be more or less left out on a limb because 
our ‘issue’ will disappear.” *’ 

On May 10, 1949, the Dixiecrats held their second annual convention 
in Jackson, where they created a permanent organization and adopted a 
constitution, an administrative structure, and a program of action. Again 
Thurmond stayed away. In an effort to provide some direction for future 
activities, the organization proceeded to define itself as a states’ rights 
lobbying group whose major goal was to work fora states’ rights amend- 
ment to the Constitution. The proposed amendment tread like a conser- 
vative manifesto. It would “preserve local self-government, [and] check 
the trend toward centralization of power in Washington,” and it affirmed 
that state law predominates over federal in the areas of education, vot- 
ing rights, race relations, and labor relations. Any federal funding for 
education “shall be administered exclusively by the states.” The amend- 
ment would require Congtess to settle the national debt and would pro- 
hibit deficit spending. Finally, the amendment would prohibit the “na- 
tionalization of labor, business, industry or the professions” and would 
thus provide “a constitutional bar to communism and socialism.” ** The 
organization had articulated its goals, yet it still lacked the machinery 
with which to carry them out. Stafling the Washington office posed a 
problem.” Ben Laney and Frank Dixon both declined the position. Out- 
spoken Louisiana millionaire Leander Perez finally assumed the post in 
August 1949, much to the chagrin of states’ rights stalwarts such as Bir- 
mingham’s John Temple Graves, who rightly placed Perez in the extrem- 
ist faction.*° 

Thurmond refrained from commenting on the action taken in Jack- 
son. With his eye on the 1950 Democratic primary, he hoped to main- 
tain the support of the States’ Rights faithful while running for the U.S. 
Senate. Thurmond advisor Robert Figg, a Charleston attorney, warned 
Thurmond that the States’ Rights group was trying “to draw a fine line of 
distinction between a national party and a national organization which 
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the average citizen will not appreciate, but it does permit those interested 
in it to remain good Democrats in their state organizations at least while 
believing in the objectives of the National States’ Rights Committee.” He 
advised Thurmond to pull back from the inner workings of the States’ 
Rights group in order to “keep from being put in an anomalous position 
in State politics.” Figg worried that if too many South Carolina voters 
affiliated themselves with the States’ Rights organization, “they might 
not feel qualified to enroll and vote in the Democratic primary next sum- 
mer.” *' Spartanburg businessman Walter Brown counseled Thurmond 
likewise to keep his distance from the States’ Rights forces, whose pro- 
posals he labeled “screwy.” Brown understood that Thurmond did not 
want to be accused of “running out on your crowd”; nevertheless, Brown 
feared that continued close association with the National States’ Rights 
organization might tarnish Thurmond’s reputation.” Thurmond con- 
curred and continued to keep his distance.” 

While the Dixiecrats attempted to cobble together a national organi- 
zation, the pro-Truman groups in South Carolina and Mississippi, orga- 
nized during the 1948 presidential campaign, struggled to extend their or- 
ganizations across their respective states. In Mississippi they reorganized 
the party from the ground up. Some six hundred loyal white Mississippi 
Democrats held a mass meeting in July and appointed temporary county 
chairmen and state officials who called precinct meetings, county con- 
ventions, and a state convention. They adopted a statement of principles 
that endorsed the 1948 Democratic Party platform “with the exception 
of the civil rights proposal.” They declared the States’ Rights Party dead 
and suggested the group “bury their malodorous corpse, seek forgive- 
ness and recognize they can’t always fool the real Democrats by appeals 
to fear and prejudice.” Governor Wright denounced the convention of 
Truman Democrats ina radio address. States’ Rights canvassers were sent 
to leaders warning them to stay away from the meeting; college students 
were told unofhicially by their professors that if they attended, they would 
not be allowed to graduate.* 

At a meeting in late July, South Carolina loyalists announced their 
plans to challenge the Dixiecrat forces for control of the state’s Demo- 
cratic Party by organizing their own competing meetings at the precinct, 
county, and state levels in 1950. The loyal Democrats sought to create 
a liberal political coalition and to build loyalist support in every county 
through Democratic Voters Leagues.’ Supporters of the national Demo- 
cratic Party knew they had to work quickly because the States’ Rights 
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element was fat more organized. According to one loyalist insider, the 
national Democratic Party had representation in only three counties.** 
One Columbia columnist indicated that “the political strength of the 
States’ Righters and the Truman Democrats is scarcely to be compared; 
in any election the States’ Righters could win, hands down. The Truman 
Democrats would hardly make a showing.” *” 

The question remained, though, concerning who would represent the 
southern states within the national Democratic Party councils. The pNc 
was not so quick to forgive and forget the Dixiecrat betrayal. In Janu- 
aty 1949 the pNc purged Dixiecrat leaders from the national party. The 
Jackson Clarion-Ledger was quick to teport, however, that the replace- 
ments made by the national committee in Mississippi applied only to 
the national level and did not affect state party activities.** DNC Chair- 
man McGrath and the president met with pro-Truman Democrats from 
Mississippi in mid-January and again in May to discuss federal patron- 
age in the state.” Philip Mullen of Oxford, vice-chairman of the Missis- 
sippi group, reported that the president sanctioned the cleavage in the 
state Democratic parties. Mullen claimed the president declared that “a 
two-party system in Mississippi would be a good thing,” and McGrath 
promised to recognize the loyalist organization as the official state party 
of Mississippi. According to Mullen, Truman stated, “If the Democratic 
National Committee fails to recognize the pro-Truman group in Missis- 
sippi, I will get a committee that will.” The pro-Truman group vowed 
to challenge the reelection of Mississippi’s seven congressmen in 1950. 
As for patronage, the New York Times reported that the strong Dixiecrats 
would get no jobs, the pro-Truman Democrats would get some rewards, 
and members of Congress who were neither strong States’ Rights Demo- 
crats nor fervid Truman Democrats would get consideration.” 

The pNc was scheduled to meet on August 24 to choose a successor to 
McGrath, who had accepted the position of U.S. attorney general. The 
Louisiana and Mississippi delegates had not been invited. McGrath stated 
on August 14 that the pro-Truman Democrats who had been recognized 
previously by the DNC as national committeeman and committeewoman 
from South Carolina would “probably be the only ones present” from 
the Dixiecrat states.’ Fielding Wright felt that the national representa- 
tives from Mississippi, though uninvited, should attend the meeting of 
the DNC anyway. 

Without consulting his fellow South Carolina pro-Trumanites, Ash- 
ton Williams, the acting national committeeman, offered to resign in 
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favor of Senator Burnet Maybank provided the States’ Rights forces 
elected the senior senator as national committeeman from South Caro- 
lina and the state party realigned itself with the national Democratic 
Party. Maybank, like other southern senators, had hedged his bet during 
the past election; not in the forefront of Dixiecrat activity, he neverthe- 
less did not support Truman. The spEc agreed to Ashton’s plan. Domi- 
nated by Dixiecrats, the state committee met on August 18, accepted 
Thurmond’s resignation as national committeeman, and elected May- 
bank.** Double-crossed, the pro-Truman Democrats met on August 19 
and elected Baptist minister and temperance advocate Maxie C. Collins 
to replace Williams as their choice for national committeeman.”* 

The State of Columbia predicted that “serious party division has been 
ended” with Maybank’s election. “If the pro-Truman committeemen are 
seated (as they surely would have been had the developments of the last 
few days not taken place) then the breach is widened, and the position of 
the old line party in national affairs further confused.” Williams’s resig- 
nation “took his colleagues of the pro-Truman group by surprise and 
somewhat left them in the lurch.” ** Williams claimed he made a deal with 
the States’ Rights group because he felt the pro-Truman organization 
did not have “any conception of what is necessary to restore the Demo- 
cratic Party to power in South Carolina.” He also cited the fact that there 
were no “responsible political leaders” associated with the pro-Truman 
movement.** 

On August 23 the pNc’s Credentials Committee met to take testimony 
from disloyal state party leaders regarding their activities during the 1948 
campaign. Maxie Collins testified that since the election, the loyalists 
had been working to strengthen their organization.°* The Mississippi 
committeeman and -woman, J. B. Snider, editor of the Clarksdale Daily 
Press, and Mrs. Hermes Gautier, proudly stated that they had supported 
Thurmond and Wright in the 1948 election. Nevertheless, Snider de- 
clared, “We were duly elected [by our state party]. We feel we have a right 
to be seated on this committee.”*’ Anne Agnew, national committee- 
woman from South Carolina, stated that although she did not openly sup- 
port Truman, neither did she actively work for the Dixiecrats.”* Snider, 
Gautier, and Agnew were promptly purged from the ranks of the na- 
tional committee, along with Dixiecrats William H. Talbot of Louisiana 
and Marion Rushton of Alabama. Maybank was approved but did not 
take his seat because he had been instructed by the state to refuse un- 
less Agnew was also recognized.’ The pNc recognized neither Collins nor 
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Susan Allison, South Carolina’s pro-Truman representatives. Truman ap- 
proved the action taken by the pNc and agreed with McGrath that Dixie- 
crats had no place on the party’s national committee. The president ad- 
dressed the pNc on August 24 and invited “dissident Southern Democrats 
to return to the party fold,” but only on the basis of the party platform.” 

The State claimed that in seating Maybank, the pNc had “recognized the 
State Democratic party of South Carolina as being ‘the’ Democratic party 
in South Carolina and that by not recognizing either Mr. Collins or Mts. 
Allison that they have ‘looked over the heads’ of the so-called pro-Truman 
forces in the state.” °° Meanwhile the pro-Truman Democrats were con- 
sidering possible court action for national party recognition.” Regard- 
ing the party split, Olin Johnston predicted that all would be cleared up 
after the 1950 state convention.” Shortly after the pNc debacle, the pro- 
Truman group in South Carolina quickly disintegrated. Undermined by 
its own members and lacking support from political heavyweights, the 
committee decided against holding separate precinct meetings, county 
or state conventions, or separate primaries in 1950 but chose instead to 
fight Dixiecrats for control of the regular precinct meetings. One leader 
of the Democratic Party loyalists stated, “The people will decide whether 
they want to be Democrats, States’ Righters, or Republicans. They can 
not belong to two parties at the same time, but each individual voter has 
a tight to decide for himself to which party he will belong.” * 

While Thurmond attempted to bide his time until the 1950 Democratic 
primary, another South Carolinian slowly moved into the states’ rights 
spotlight. Former U.S. senator and Supreme Coutt justice James Byrnes 
began to lash out publicly in 1949 at the Fair Deal and the growth of the 
welfare state.“ At a speech at Washington and Lee University, Byrnes 
warned that some of the proposed federal programs threatened to turn 
the individual into “an economic slave pulling an oar in the galley of the 
state.” °° By October Byrnes intimated that he was seriously considering 
a run for the South Carolina governorship in 1950.°° Byrnes’s declara- 
tions energized the States’ Righters, who hoped that the South Carolina 
luminary would “give their bandwagon a strong shove,” although Byrnes 
warily kept his distance from the Dixiecrats.°’ Not everyone was thrilled 
with Byrnes’s assumption of the states’ rights mantle.°* Marion Wright, 
president of the Southern Regional Council and a South Carolina native, 
referred to Byrnes as “a [Eugene] Talmadge without the red galluses.”® 
The White House was particularly worried about Byrnes, who to a de- 
gree far greater than Thurmond, commanded regional, even national, 
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respect. They believed he was masterminding a scheme to swing many 
southern states to Dwight Eisenhower should he oppose Truman or some 
other New Dealer in 1952.” 

A States’ Rights steering committee met in February 1950 to map out 
a three-year plan. The group’s immediate focus was the 1950 elections. 
They hoped to organize States’ Rights Committees of 100,000 members 
each in the thirteen southern states. Membership would be $1.00 per per- 
son. They divided the southern states into three areas, with a field or- 
ganizer assigned to each atea to assist the state groups. The committee 
authorized publication of The States’ Righter, a bimonthly newspaper, and 
estimated an annual budget of $200,000 based on a projected annual in- 
come of $350,000 to be raised from selling subscriptions to the newspaper 
and from the annual dues.” 

Thurmond continued to have misgivings about the future of the States’ 
Rights organization. He declined to attend the February meeting and 
told Wallace Wright that he doubted “seriously the advisability of launch- 
ing at this time the program that has been outlined.” Thurmond, clearly 
uninterested in leading the movement toward a new political organiza- 
tion, believed that the “proposed organization will appear to the pub- 
lic as another political party set-up, and this will cause many in public 
office and public life to avoid active affiliation with it.” For Thurmond, 
the lessons of 1948 were clear. “The political strength of the States’ Rights 
[effort] in 1948 was the support given to it by the Democratic party orga- 
nizations in the states which it carried, and it made little political head- 
way in those states whose Democratic organizations did not support 
it.” Therefore, Thurmond argued, the States’ Rights organization should 
work within the state party organizations and should not create a new 
party. He believed that southern voters would resent “any outside or- 
ganization” that would try to tell them how to vote. Moreover, Thur- 
mond felt that concerted action should wait until the 1952 presidential 
election. “Until that time I think we should confine our activities to our 
own states.” ”* Although Thurmond was unwilling to assume a leadership 
tole in a postelection organization, he maintained loose ties to the States’ 
Rights group. 


The 1950 midterm elections in the Deep South became a referendum on 
Harry Truman’s Fair Deal as well as a test of Dixiecrat strength.” It was 
difficult to predict how well the States’ Righters would do. In spite of 
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the declining fortunes of the Dixiecrats, a Gallup poll in April 1950 dem- 
onstrated that nearly a quarter of white southern voters wanted to see 
them put up a presidential candidate in 1952.” Political pundits watched 
southern state elections closely to determine whether white southerners’ 
dissatisfaction with the national Democratic Party would translate into 
political change at the state level. 

The election results present a complicated picture of the politics of 
race and class in the South during the period between the New Deal and 
post-Brown eras. In Alabama and South Carolina, where despite Strom 
Thurmond’s attempts to distance himself from the States’ Rights organi- 
zation, there were clear Dixiecrat and national Democratic Party loyalist 
candidates, the Dixiecrats were defeated. Historians and political scien- 
tists have generally interpreted these outcomes as New Deal /Fair Deal 
victories, illustrations of the persistence of New Deal voting alliances 
and the triumph of economic interests over racism, and victories for 
party regularity over political independence and impotency. But if class 
sympathies determined the outcomes, it was a class politics heavily com- 
promised by race baiting. In Alabama and South Carolina, Democrats 
who remained loyal in 1948 were now free of Truman and could run 
on their own records, consistently emphasizing their roles in defeating 
Truman’s civil rights legislation. Democratic Party loyalist candidates in 
those states won in large measure because they succeeded in present- 
ing themselves as the most able protectors of segregation and pointed 
proudly to the recent scuttling of the president’s civil rights proposals in 
Congress. Voters rejected the path of political uncertainty promised by 
the Dixiecrats for the assurances of protection against civil rights legis- 
lation that came with Democratic Party representation. In addition, the 
defeats of liberal incumbent senators in North Carolina and Florida who 
refused to don the white supremacy mantle were clear, decisive rebukes 
for New Deal liberalism. Although they did not present their campaigns 
as Clearly pitched battles between loyalists and Dixiecrats, the conserva- 
tive victors in those two states enjoyed strong support from States’ Rights 
forces. 

The first major test of States’ Rights strength came in Alabama, where 
a fierce battle raged for control of the spxc, the party’s governing body 
and the organization responsible for engineering the state’s 1948 Dixie- 
crat revolt. Although Alabama was also choosing a governor in its May 2 
primary, the States’ Rights organization concentrated on the race for the 
seventy-two seats on the committee.” States’ Rights leaders appointed 
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Tom Abernethy, a member of the spec from the fourth district, a 1948 
Dixiecrat elector, and the editor of the 7alladega Daily Home, campaign 
chairman. The Dixiecrats began rallying their forces statewide in mid- 
Match. The election issue was simple, Abernethy declared: “Alabama 
must decide . . . whether she will be bound or free— bound to Truman- 
ism and its civil rights program or free to stand for her self respect.” 
Some States’ Rights faithful hoped the experience of 1948 would move 
the South toward two-party competition. At a States’ Rights banquet 
in April, keynote speaker John Temple Graves urged listeners “not [to] 
wince anymore when we hear the word ‘Republican.’ Hell trembled for us 
once at the hideous name. That was because of the race problem.” Blind 
partisanship was a thing of the past, Graves declared.” Despite their en- 
thusiasm, the States’ Righters were in trouble from the beginning of the 
campaign because they were unable to field eight candidates in every 
district. They faced their stiffest challenges in northern Alabama, where 
there were few States’ Rights enthusiasts. The Birmingham News estimated 
that the loyalist candidates outnumbered the States’ Rights candidates 
almost three to two.” 

In addition to the Alabama spec elections there was a free-for-all 
gubernatorial race with a fifteen-man field. Leading contenders for the 
state’s top spot included former governor Chauncey Sparks (loyalist); 
Gordon Persons, president of the public service commission (loyalist); 
former lieutenant governor and Dixiecrat Handy Ellis; and Birmingham 
police commissioner Bull Connor, the top States’ Rights candidate. Per- 
sons assailed the president’s civil rights program but came out strongly 
for fighting these proposals within the party. He warned that Alabama 
and the South could not afford to “change to new and untried” methods 
or “experiment on such crucial issues.” Reassuring a Montgomery audi- 
ence, Persons reaflirmed his support for states’ rights. “I want no change 
in our present segregation laws. I am against the FEPC in any manner, 
shape or form.” He also believed there was “no need” for federal anti- 
lynching legislation.” 

The Alabama election received national attention. Unlike in 1948, the 
loyalists in the 1950 election enjoyed vigorous support from the state’s 
congressional delegation, especially Senators Lister Hill and John Spark- 
man and Congressmen Albert Rains, Bob Jones, Edward deGraffentreid, 
and Carl Elliott, as well as support from the state’s labor unions.” It was 
a bitterly fought campaign in which the loyalists occupied the stronger 
position. No longer tied to Truman’s civil rights program as they had 
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been in 1948, they campaigned vigorously on their records in Congress. 
They pointed with equal degrees of confidence and pride to their roles 
in defeating the president’s civil rights program and fighting for New 
Deal/Fair Deal economic programs.”' 

Loyalists reminded Alabama voters of the benefits of party allegiance. 
Their radio announcements combined class-based appeals with racism. 
Of seventeen radio spots approved by Senator Hill, fully one-third em- 
phasized the importance of Democratic Party membership in defeating 
civil rights legislation.** Loyalists effectively distanced themselves from 
the president. Sparkman stated, “Being a Democrat doesn’t mean you 
have to agree with President Truman on everything. President Truman is 
not the issue —it is, ‘Do I want to be a Dixiecrat ora Democrat?” * Ata 
major loyalist rally at the Temple Theater in Birmingham a week before 
the election, Senators Hill and Sparkman appealed to both the class and 
tace interests of the audience. Hill told the crowd of approximately 2,000 
how the Dixiecrats, whom he identified as large landowners and closet 
Republicans, had opposed the Tennessee Valley Authority, Social Secu- 
rity, and farm programs. Senator Sparkman added, “You haven’t heard 
of any civil rights legislation enacted into law and it wasn’t any Dixiecrat 
in Alabama that prevented it from being done.” ** 

The Dixiecrats found it practically impossible to counter the effective- 
ness of the loyalists’ arguments that the best way to protect segregation 
was through membership in the Democratic Party. Abernethy warned 
that the FEPc would “take jobs from white workers and give them to 
Negro workers.” *° Marking one of the campaign’s low points, Wilkinson 
said he would “rather die fighting for States’ Rights than live on Truman 
Boulevard in nigger heaven.” *° The Birmingham News reported that the 
Dixiecrat forces were using telephone “smear” tactics to sway votes in the 
closing days of the campaign. Apparently an anonymous caller masquer- 
ading as a representative of an African American employment agency 
called unsuspecting small merchants in remote ateas to ask how many 
blacks they employed. The caller then told the unsuspecting merchants 
that unless the Dixiecrats won, they would be required to hire more blacks 
under an FEPC law.*’ 

The loyalists emerged victorious, capturing thirty-eight seats to the 
Dixiecrats’ twenty-six; one seat was uncommitted, and seven seats were 
headed toward a runoff election.** Significantly, the Dixiecrats had not 
been crushed by the Democratic Party machine. Considering the politi- 
cal firepower arrayed against the Dixiecrats, who ran on an empty plat- 
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form, the loyalists’ margin of victory appeared somewhat anemic, and the 
Alabama press was unimpressed with the magnitude of the loyalist vic- 
tory. The Birmingham News noted that “the States’ Righters made enough 
of a showing to make it seem probable that they will go on with their 
fight.” ** In the runoff election held on May 30, the Dixiecrats won two 
seats; the loyalists gained five, giving them a forty-three to twenty-eight 
majority over the Dixiecrats, with one member uncommitted.”® The loy- 
alists achieved clear-cut victories in the northern majority white districts, 
while the States’ Righters won decisively in the Black Belt. In the remain- 
der of the districts, the results were inconclusive.”' 

Six hundred cheering faithful convened at the third annual States’ 
Rights convention on May 10, 1950, in Jackson. Vowing to “Fight thru 
to ’52,” they voted unanimously to undertake a two-year campaign of 
“cinging doorbells at the grass-roots level to bring our cause home to 
the people.” The convention approved a nine-point resolution that de- 
nounced FEPC legislation and urged fidelity to a states’ rights program. 
Fourteen states had sent delegates, but the majority of participants were 
from Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, Texas, and Louisiana. After 
much deliberation and consultation, Thurmond attended the meeting 
and delivered a brief speech.”* He told the audience that “as an announced 
candidate for the United States Senate this year I am going to tell the 
people of South Carolina that if they believe in what President Truman 
stands for, then don’t vote for me.” ’* Although he had eschewed leader- 
ship of any independent States’ Rights group, Thurmond nevertheless 
believed he could garner political support by addressing the convention 
and reafirming his support for states’ rights principles. 

Around the South, numerous elections captured national attention 
as pitched battles between States’ Rights and New Deal forces. Florida 
held its primary on May 2, and the U.S. Senate race between incumbent 
Senator Claude Pepper and Representative George Smathers attracted 
national attention as a referendum on New Deal liberalism. Pepper, first 
elected to the Senate in 1936, had established a strong New Deal/Fair 
Deal record. The Florida senator regularly supported minimum wage 
and maximum hours bills and compulsory health insurance, and he was 
moderate on civil rights legislation. Although he supported segregation, 
Pepper was far from a race baiter. He had been a leader in the Eisenhower 
boom of 1948; however, after the general refused to consider nomination, 
and after his own brief stint as a presidential contender had been rejected, 
Pepper was one of the few officeholders in the South who stumped for the 
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president. George Smathers served as U.S. district attorney for Florida’s 
southern district before being elected to the U.S. House of Representa- 
tives in 1946. During the campaign, he succeeded in presenting Pepper 
as a Communist sympathizer and a threat to segregation, frequently re- 
ferring to the senator as “Red Pepper.” Pepper, Smathers claimed, was 
“an apologist for Stalin, an associate of fellow travelers and a sponsor 
for Communist front organizations.” °* Pepper’s counterattacks were too 
little, too late, and Smathers went on to crush him by more than 60,000 
votes.”* 

In North Carolina, incumbent Democratic senator Frank Porter 
Graham faced a stiff challenge in the runoff primary with Willis Smith. 
Graham, a relative newcomer to party politics, had never held elective 
office and had been serving as the president of the University of North 
Carolina when Governor Kerr Scott appointed him to fulfill the term 
of Joseph Melville Broughton, who had died in March 1949. Graham 
brought to the office a long history of commitment to social activism and 
involvement in left-wing causes. As a member of the pccr, he was par- 
ticularly vulnerable on the segregation issue. Smith, a former Speaker of 
the North Carolina House of Representatives and former president of 
the American Bar Association, was returning to politics after a nineteen- 
year hiatus. A “progressive conservative,” Smith was the type of candidate 
around whom the anti-Graham forces could coalesce.”® 

Energized by Smathers’s victory in Florida, Smith focused his attack 
on Graham’s activist past, challenging his support for the FEPC in particu- 
lar and exploiting and distorting Graham’s moderate racial views. Smith’s 
local campaign committees employed stunts designed to frighten white 
voters. For example, Smith supporters hired blacks dressed in flashy 
clothes and conspicuous jewelry to drive through small towns in eastern 
North Carolina with a “Graham for Senate” bannet affixed to the automo- 
bile. Flyers and advertisements showed African American soldiers danc- 
ing with white women with a caption explaining that Graham supported 
this type of behavior. Another ad exclaimed, “WHITE PEOPLE WAKE UP!” 
Did they want “Negroes working beside you, your wife and daughters 
in your mills and factories? Negroes eating beside you in all public eat- 
ing places? Negroes riding beside you, your wife and your daughters in 
buses, cabs, and trains? Negroes sleeping in the same hotels and room- 
ing houses?” As with the Pepper campaign in Florida, the Graham forces 
were slow to respond to the barrage of attacks on their candidate, and 
Willis won with a 20,000-vote margin.”’ 


THE DECLINE OF THE DIXIECRAT MOVEMENT *® 203 


Although States’ Rights forces had not played a dominant role in the 
Florida and North Carolina campaigns, States’ Rights advocates actoss 
the South interpreted the outcomes as victories for their side. An insur- 
ance agent from Tennessee wrote to presidential assistant Charles Ross 
in late June that he should remind the president of the outcome of the 
senatorial elections in North Carolina and Florida. “These two elec- 
tions give clear indication that the States’ Rights cause is far from being 
dead.” ** Walter Sillers, Mississippi’s Speaker of the House, wrote to Thur- 
mond that the “elections in Florida and North Carolina should convince 
the most so-called ultra-conservatist that the main issue in the South 
today is RACIAL.” ”” Dixiecrat assistance in the campaigns was not entirely 
absent. In North Carolina, Dixiecrat leader and textile industry publisher 
David C. Clark, a Smith supporter, was accused by many in the Graham 
camp of having distributed some of the more virulently racist campaign 
materials. 

The States’ Rights forces fared better in South Carolina, where they 
demonstrated impressive strength at the precinct, county, and state con- 
ventions in April and May. The elections were billed as a showdown be- 
tween the Dixiecrat forces and the Truman supporters for control of the 
party. In reality, however, there was no contest. At the county conven- 
tions held on April 3, a majority of the state’s forty-six biennial conven- 
tions came out against the national party and its civil rights platform; thir- 
teen specifically endorsed the state party’s 1948 stand against the national 
party.’°° The State reported that the county conventions demonstrated that 
within the state party the states’ rights group remained dominant “and 
that within its framework our policies would be formed.” '* At the state 
convention held April 19, South Carolina Democrats reafirmed their alle- 
giance to states’ rights and declared they would ““‘beat no retreat’ from 
the stands taken two years ago.” '°” 

In addition to capturing the local and state conventions, the Thur- 
mond forces in the legislature also took steps to curb the state’s burgeon- 
ing ranks of registered black voters when it passed a new primary election 
bill in mid-April to go into effect for the primary in July. The state had 
been operating without a primary election law since 1944, when South 
Carolina repealed all of its statutes relating to primaries and sought to 
regulate the Democratic Party as a private club. The new law required 
prospective voters to “both read and write” any section of the 1895 state 
constitution submitted to them by registration officials. The literacy re- 
quirement would be waived if the voter owned property worth at least 
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$300. Formerly a citizen could vote in party primaries after merely sign- 
ing the club rolls."”* The New York Times estimated that the new state law 
would reduce black voter registration by at least 50 percent.'”* 

In late spring South Carolinians took up the task of choosing both a 
governor and a U.S. senator. James Byrnes formally announced his gu- 
bernatorial candidacy on January 14, 1950. If it had been possible, white 
South Carolinians probably would have bestowed the office of governor 
on James Byrnes rather than be bothered with the election.'”* “These are 
dangerous times in the South for us,” a Charleston man wrote Byrnes, 
and dangerous times called for strong leaders. As George W. McFadden 
of Clarendon County wrote to Byrnes, “You're the man.” '*° The seventy- 
yeat-old Byrnes was the fourth candidate to announce for the Democratic 
primary. He was challenged by Thomas H. Pope of Newberry, Speaker 
of the state house of representatives; Lester L. Bates, an insurance com- 
pany executive and Columbia City councilman; and Maurice A. Stone, a 
lumberman from Florence. In his prepared address, Byrnes noted that 
when he retired from public life in 1947, he had no intention to return. 
However, “the trend of political events [has] caused me to express my 
views of policies affecting the state and nation.” ’ When asked during 
a news conference to comment on the Byrnes candidacy, Truman shot 
back that Byrnes “was a free agent and could do as he damn pleased.” '°* 

The gubernatorial race was Byrnes’s to lose. The most interesting vari- 
able seemed to be whether he would win a majority of the votes to avoid 
a runoff. The contest to watch in South Carolina became the U.S. Sen- 
ate Democratic primary, which pitted incumbent Senator Olin Johns- 
ton against Strom Thurmond. During the fiercely fought campaign, the 
candidates, according to a Columbia newspaper, “vied for the title of 
tacial segregation’s sincerest champion.” '” Historians have downplayed 
or ignored entirely the volatility and significance of segregation as a cru- 
cial issue in the South Carolina campaign." They have also overlooked 
a highly significant and ironic element: In a campaign where each can- 
didate strove to present himself as the most able protector of white su- 
premacy and segregation, organized black voters, united behind ppp 
leader John McCray, held the balance of power in the election. Ultimately 
the campaign and a highly volatile political atmosphere would have seri- 
ous tamifications for South Carolina blacks. 

Few were surprised when Thurmond finally announced his candidacy 
for the U.S. Senate in the late spring of 1950.'’ Some of South Carolina’s 
more astute political observers believed his 1948 presidential campaign 
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had been a thinly disguised attempt to gain national exposure and a trial 
run for the 1950 Senate race."’* Thurmond immediately made political in- 
dependence from Washington a major campaign issue. In reference to 
Johnston’s loyalty to the national Democrats in 1948 Thurmond declared, 
“If honored with a seat in the senate, I will not be one kind of Demo- 
crat in Washington and another kind of Democrat in South Carolina.” 
He was entering the race, he stated, because the NAAcp “and other bloc 
organizations have been encouraged by the rulings of a turncoat federal 
judge who has forced into our primary thousands of voters who do not 
believe in the principles of the Democratic Party of South Carolina.” He 
vowed to “fight for Americanism and against socialism; for the right of 
the people of a state to govern themselves and against further central- 
ization of power in the national government; and for the right of South 
Carolinians to choose who is to represent them in the senate without 
interference and dictation from far-away bosses who seek to control the 
government of the United States by having puppets instead of men in the 
Congress.” "”° 

Although the candidates debated their positions on other topics such 
as the Marshall Plan, segregation quickly assumed prominence. From 
May until the Democratic primary on July 11, the candidates went at each 
other hammer and tongs, each trying to besmirch the segregationist cre- 
dentials of the other, no small task for either man. Both were well quali- 
fied. As South Carolina’s governor and U.S. senator, Olin Johnston had 
proven himself a strong friend of white supremacy. In April 1944, in the 
wake of the U.S. Supreme Court decision that opened the Texas all-white 
Democratic primary to black voters, Governor Johnston summoned a 
special session of the South Carolina General Assembly to take steps to 
protect the white primary. Under Johnston’s leadership, the general as- 
sembly repealed all statutes that specifically pertained to primary elec- 
tions.’ Asa U.S. senator, Johnston proved himself an ardent foe of Presi- 
dent Truman’s civil rights program."° 

Many white southerners as well as seasoned political commentators 
made connections between the Pepper-Smathers contest, the Graham- 
Smith contest, and the Johnston-Thurmond contest, as well as the South 
Carolina gubernatorial primary. States’ Rights conservatives hoped the 
races in Florida and North Carolina signified an anti-New Deal con- 
tagion that eventually would sweep into South Carolina. One adver- 
tisement used by the Thurmond campaign shows a baseball game with 
the caption, “The South is Pitching! Strike 1 was Pepper; Strike 2 was 
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Graham; Strike Three will be Johnston . . . and Truman’s Force Program 
will be OUT!”"° Thurmond’s advisor Robert Figg hoped that Thur- 
mond could capitalize on the “successful outcome of the North Carolina 
second primary.” '’ 

The campaign’s format made the contest that much more explosive. 
Following an age-old tradition, all candidates for office in 1950 cam- 
paigned together during a five-and-a-half-week tour that took them to 
every county in the state. This precipitated some potentially combat- 
ive and physical encounters between the senatorial candidates. Once the 
campaign was under way, Thurmond wasted no time attacking Johnston’s 
record on segregation. Because Johnston had not supported the Dixie- 
crats in 1948, Thurmond referred to the senator as Truman’s “fair-headed” 
boy, accusing Johnston of pandering to Truman and abandoning the 
state. He criticized Johnston for failing to use his office to fight the deseg- 
tegation of the armed forces in 1948 and argued that Johnston’s support 
for federal aid to education would give the federal government license 
to interfere in state schools. Thurmond also criticized Johnston’s record 
as governor and accused him of running a pardon racket that released 
some 3,000 dangerous criminals onto South Carolina’s streets. Playing 
on voter fear, Thurmond gave crime a black face. He told audiences of 
an incident from 1947 when a black male convict, Dave Dunham, par- 
doned by Johnston, attacked a white veteran from Chester County. Said 
Thurmond, “Dave Dunham was the instrument of death but in reality it 
was the pardon racket which ended the life of this young Chester County 
veteran.” '® 

During the first month of the tour, Johnston ignored Thurmond’s per- 
sonal attacks, preferring to run his campaign on what he called “Chris- 
tian principles.” "° Johnston defended his segregationist record, citing 
his opposition to the FEpc and to other aspects of Truman’s civil rights 
program.’ He reminded audiences how he protected the white primary 
in South Carolina and asserted that “I am not for the races mixing be- 
cause God did not mix them himself.”'*t He defended his position on 
federal aid to education, claiming that instead of threatening schools 
with desegregation, the money actually allowed southern states to build 
truly equal schools for African Americans. This would allow states to 
stave off court-ordered desegregation.” The Supreme Court’s decisions 
in the civil rights cases Sweatt v. Painter and McLaurin v. Oklahoma Board of 
Regents in early June inadvertently strengthened Johnston’s position. The 
Court did not overturn the separate-but-equal doctrine, but it demanded 
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equalization of educational facilities, a potentially costly endeavor for 
southern states.'** Following the court’s decision, Johnston declared, “In 
view of the present chaotic condition of the state’s finances it is obvious 
that South Carolina cannot afford to provide separate and equal school 
facilities for both races.” '** 

Each candidate probed for weaknesses in his segregationist foe. 
Neither missed an opportunity to vilify Federal Judge Waring of Charles- 
ton, who had opened South Carolina’s white Democratic primary to 
black voters in 1947. Next to kissing babies, demonizing the judge and 
his northern wife had become a South Carolina campaign ritual. Thur- 
mond claimed that the Warings were avid Johnston supporters. Johnston 
vowed to work for the judge’s impeachment.’” By late June both can- 
didates were aggressively race baiting. Johnston set the first trap when 
he accused Thurmond of breaking down segregation by appointing an 
African American doctor, T. Carl McFall, to the Advisory Council of the 
South Carolina Medical Association. In his campaign advertisements, 
Johnston proclaimed that this appointment illustrated how, under Thur- 
mond’s governorship, the state was experiencing its first desegregation 
since Reconstruction. Johnston also brought up a letter Thurmond had 
sent to William Hastie, governor of the Virgin Islands. Unaware that 
Hastie was black, Thurmond’s office had sent him an invitation to stay in 
the governor’s mansion should he ever come to Columbia.'”° Thurmond 
insisted the letter was an administrative error. 

To win white votes, each candidate sought to prove himself sufficiently 
segregationist, yet each kept a wary eye on African American voters. Both 
Johnston and Thurmond were well aware of the potential of this sig- 
nificant minority voting bloc. By 1950 there were approximately 73,000 
registered black voters in South Carolina, and the ppp could boast chap- 
ters in the majority of the state’s counties, with many counties organized 
down to the precinct level.'”” Strom Thurmond’s advisors and political 
allies, in particular gubernatorial candidate Byrnes, kept close tabs on the 
ppp and worried about the potential strength of the black vote. Corre- 
spondence among these politicians describes voter education meetings 
organized by the ppp and other political action groups. According to 
their reports and to sample ballots circulated by the ppp, neither Byrnes 
nor Thurmond could expect African American support. Their advisors 
were especially concerned that a combination of unified black and labor 
electorates could spell trouble for these candidates.'”* 

While Johnston never actively or overtly cultivated black votes, both 
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camps generally agreed that blacks favored him over Thurmond. Al- 
though black voters were well aware of Johnston’s dismal civil rights 
record, they championed Johnston’s support of New Deal and Fair Deal 
labor and economic policies aimed to assist the working class and the 
poor. Furthermore, blacks were intensely loyal to the national Demo- 
cratic Party. Black voters wagered that they had absolutely nothing to 
gain by voting for Thurmond, whose maverick tendencies and Dixiecrat 
candidacy left them cold.’ The Dixiecrats, John McCray once commented 
“offer Negroes nothing but [hard] times . . . , trouble, bloodshed, death, 
and terror.” ’° There was no chance the ppp would support Thurmond, 
yet African Americans were hardly excited or energized by the prospect 
of voting for Johnston. Possibly they would have declined to support 
either. But as the primary season heated up, John McCray was indicted for 
libel. This case, which involved McCray’s publication of allegations of 
consensual sex between a black man and a white teenager, set off a series 
of events that eventually landed McCray on a chain gang and destroyed 
the Lighthouse and Informer, the state’s leading black newspaper. African 
Americans interpreted McCray’s indictment as a politically motivated at- 
tempt by the Thurmond forces to intimidate them and thus minimize the 
impact of the black vote. Incensed, organized black voters threw their 
support to Olin Johnston. This example illustrates with distressing clarity 
the toxic political atmosphere that enveloped the South in the wake of the 
Dixiecrat campaign. Even if Thurmond did not have a hand in McCray’s 
indictment, black voters believed he did and voted accordingly. Thur- 
mond did, in fact, try to capitalize on the case by tying Johnston to the 
black journalist and to the alleged libeling of a white woman, thereby 
elevating himself as the protector of white womanhood. 

John McCray’s indictment for libel in January 1950 stemmed from a 
tape case a few months earlier. On August 9, 1949, the Greenwood Index- 
Journal reported that a search was under way for a black male suspected of 
robbery and attempted rape of a sixteen-year-old white girl, the daughter 
of a politically prominent Greenwood citizen. According to the news- 
paper, Greenwood police were looking for a “husky,” “strongly built” 
black male.'*® The next day police identified the wanted man as Willie Tol- 
bert Jr., a twenty-five-year old, 5’ 9”, 1s0-pound black man from Green- 
wood. A city employee, married with one child, Tolbert had served two 
prior prison terms for purse snatching and petty larceny.'*' He eluded 
police for three days. After a massive manhunt that covered Greenwood 
and neighboring Laurens County and included 100 law enforcement offi- 
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cials, 1,000 private citizens, a pack of bloodhounds, and three airplanes, 
Tolbert surrendered to police at his home on August 11.” Tolbert’s 
NAACP attorney Harold Boulware stated that his client categorically de- 
nied all charges. Boulware did not elaborate on Tolbert’s version of the 
incident, but he did indicate that his client’s statement varied greatly from 
the newspaper account. The Greenwood County prosecutor claimed that 
Tolbert admitted that he twice raped the girl.’°° 

Willie Tolbert’s trial began on September 12 and lasted one day. The 
state presented seven witnesses, including an FBr agent, the white teenage 
girl, and her eighteen-yeatr-old white male companion.’** The physical 
evidence indicated sexual intercourse had occurred, although no defini- 
tive match to the male suspect or another partner was possible.'*° The 
highlight of the trial came late in the afternoon when the girl took the 
stand. The teenager testified that she and her date had been to a movie and 
a local hangout for something to eat. After driving around, they pulled 
off the road and parked the car. They had been there less than five min- 
utes, according to both their statements, when the girl spotted a black 
male, allegedly Tolbert, approaching the car. She locked her door, and 
her companion tried to start the car. Before he could do so, Tolbert had 
opened the door on the driver’s side and pushed the boy over, taking the 
cat keys. The girl jumped out and ran. Tolbert overtook her and caught 
her by the arm. Both the boy and the girl testified that Tolbert put his 
hand around her throat and threatened to kill the girl if the white boy ad- 
vanced on him. Tolbert held her by the neck and walked her back to the 
cat. Then, she testified to a tense and silent courtroom, he kissed her and 
boasted, “Now, don’t say you’ve never been kissed by a Negro in South 
Carolina.” He put his hand on her dress and started lifting it, she testi- 
fied, but her white companion knocked Tolbert’s hand away. She broke 
away and ran, but the black man again caught her. This time he told them 
he would let them alone if they gave him some money. 

Tolbert forced the couple back into the car. Then he told them if they 
engaged in the sexual act, he would let them alone. The girl testified that, 
in her opinion, Tolbert hoped that by forcing the white boy to have sex 
with the girl, he could then implicate him in the rape he planned to com- 
mit. The couple climbed into the backseat, and Tolbert knelt on the front 
seat to watch them. Meanwhile, they had whispered to each other that 
they would fake the act. Tolbert turned on the light, she said, saw they 
were faking, and ordered the boy out of the car. 

Again Tolbert caught the girl by the throat, she said, and told her escort 
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that he would kill her if the boy resisted. The white boy testified that he 
walked around the car, dazed, searching, he claimed, fora stick or a rock. 
He tried to get the car keys out of Tolbert’s pocket, he said, but Tolbert 
threatened to hit the girl. At this point Tolbert raped her. She became 
most frightened, she testified, when Tolbert threatened to impregnate 
her. 

Afterward Tolbert got behind the wheel and ordered the young man 
into the front seat and the girl into the back, and the three took off on 
a wild ride that covered two counties at breakneck speed. All the while 
Tolbert threatened to wreck the car and kill them all if anyone attempted 
to move or get away. During the ride he stopped twice for gas and ciga- 
rettes. The girl had allegedly written the word “Help” in lipstick on the 
outside of the car, but none of the three gas station attendants had noticed 
it. However, the attendants later testified that they had seen the three- 
some that night. After two hours Tolbert returned to the spot where 
he had originally approached the couple. According to the girl, as Tol- 
bert left them he boasted, “Some Negro will die for this, but it won’t 
be me.” °° In their statements, neither the girl nor her companion men- 
tioned a weapon. 

The teenager’s testimony regarding the events of August 9 was noth- 
ing less than fantastic. Perhaps most disturbing was the scripted quality of 
her “recollection” of Tolbert’s comments regarding the alleged rape. Ac- 
cording to her testimony and to the words she attributed to Tolbert, this 
was not an act of power, violence, humiliation, or rage but one of sexual 
desire. Her testimony made it apparent that Tolbert understood the so- 
cial taboos and lethal consequences that stemmed from sexual relations 
between a black man and a white woman, but as her story demonstrated, 
he was willing to risk death just to have her. Indeed, the white teenager 
declared that Tolbert wanted nothing less than to force her to bear his 
child. Her testimony closely resembled southern whites’ collective fan- 
tasies and fears about African American men. Having been raised in the 
South, the girl must have known that such an account would play well to 
a small-town jury. Tolbert did not take the stand in his own defense. The 
white male jury took only ten minutes to convict Tolbert of rape, and 
the judge imposed the sentence: death by electrocution.'*’ No appeal was 
filed on Tolbert’s behalf, and he was executed on October 28, 1949.'** 

Following Tolbert’s conviction but prior to his execution, two news- 
papers—the Lighthouse and Informer and the Anderson Independent—pub- 
lished similar stories about his case. The Lighthouse and Informer piece, 
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written by editor John McCray, was based on an earlier meeting between 
Tolbert and his Naacp attorney.’ The story for the Anderson Independent 
was written by Associated Press reporter Deling Booth, who was granted 
an interview with Tolbert the night before his execution. Both journal- 
ists reported that Tolbert maintained his innocence. Tolbert told both 
men that he had been with the young couple that night and that they had 
asked him to find them some whiskey. Although he admitted to having 
sex with the young woman, Tolbert insisted that it had been consensual. 
Indeed, he claimed that the girl’s date had offered her to Tolbert after the 
white couple had sexual relations in the backseat of their car."*° 

On January 4, 1950, the Greenwood County grand jury indicted Mc- 
Cray and Booth for criminal libel. The indictments, which were brought 
by the county solicitor, who happened to be the girtl’s father, charged 
both men with maliciously publishing false and defamatory statements 
with the intent to injure the reputation of the girl."** Neither journalist 
published the girl’s name, but the grand jury held that the stories none- 
theless defamed her character in the eyes of those who had been in the 
courtroom and who knew her identity. The Chicago Defender closely fol- 
lowed the case, which it considered a clear “challenge to the freedom of 
the press, one of the most fundamental principles of our democratic sys- 
tem.” '*? Booth had the resources of the Associated Press at his disposal, 
and his case never came to trial. John McCray, however, would eventually 
pay a substantial fine and serve time on a county chain gang. 

McCray’s first concern was whether he could receive a fair trial in 
Greenwood County. This problem ostensibly was solved when McCray 
was granted a change of venue to neighboring Newberry County. McCray 
had presented affidavits from local Greenwood citizens stating that due to 
the nature of the crime for which Tolbert was convicted, in their opinion 
McCray could not receive a fair trial.’ 

But even with a change of venue, McCray’s chances for exoneration 
appeared slim.'** Naacp litigator Thurgood Marshall and the Legal De- 
fense Fund provided research assistance and helped prepare the case for 
trial, but all parties agreed that their best chances for acquittal from an 
all-white jury lay with a local white defense attorney.'*” Not surprisingly, 
McCray encountered difficulty locating suitable counsel. He confided to 
one friend that the white attorneys he contacted were reluctant to go 
up against the victim’s politically well-connected family."° One attor- 
ney confirmed McCray’s suspicions by agreeing that few white lawyers 
in South Carolina would even attempt to defend in court the statements 
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printed in McCray’s article. Even if he could find a white attorney to 
represent him, conviction was almost a foregone conclusion. Where the 
reputation of a white woman was involved, a jury would be more apt to 
bring a verdict that stemmed from their passions and prejudices rather 
than law.'*’ Finally, on the advice of counsel, McCray pleaded guilty on 
June 19, 1950, to the charge of criminal libel. It was the opinion of Mar- 
shall and others that should this case make it to trial, McCray would al- 
most surely be convicted and would end up serving a year ona chain gang. 
Marshall and others believed that whoever was behind this case intended 
to incarcerate McCray, remove him from the political scene, and subse- 
quently destroy the Lighthouse and Informer. They believed that if McCray 
pleaded guilty, he at least would stay out of jail and could continue pub- 
lishing the newspaper. As it turned out, McCray was fined $3,000 and 
given a suspended sentence with three years’ probation. McCray also had 
to publish a statement proclaiming his guilty plea and his sentence on 
the front page of the Lighthouse and Informer.” 

In August 1951 McCray’s parole was revoked after he traveled to IIli- 
nois to deliver a political speech. Under the terms of his parole, he 
was not allowed to leave the state without permission. McCray main- 
tained that he had received permission. His case was appealed to the state 
supreme court, which affirmed revocation and ordered McCray into the 
custody of the Newberry County chain gang, where he served time from 
November 11 until December 18, 1952. NAACP legal counsel Jack Green- 
berg speculated that then-governor James Byrnes, angered by the Light 
house and Informer’s sappott of the Clarendon County school desegrega- 
tion cases, engineered the revocation of McCray’s parole in an effort to 
destroy the newspaper.” 

Because of McCray’s prominence as the head of the ppp and as the edi- 
tor of the state’s leading black newspaper, the black community regarded 
his indictment and inevitable guilty plea as political persecution. In their 
opinion, McCray’s predicament was the result of a thinly disguised at- 
tempt at intimidation and disfranchisement. Because of the political 
position of the girl’s family, many blacks believed that the indictment 
had been engineered by Thurmond’s forces to intimidate them, destroy 
the Lighthouse and Informer, keep them from the polls, and thus prevent 
them from casting their votes for Johnston. Whether McCray’s indict- 
ment was politically motivated or not is a moot point. What is important 
is the perception of the African American community. From the moment 
of his indictment until his guilty plea, the African American commu- 
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nity, in South Carolina and nationwide, rallied around McCray. Aware of 
the importance of the Lighthouse and Informer as a political vehicle, mem- 
bers of the black press around the country swung into action. The Na- 
tional Negro Press Association and a host of publishers of prominent 
black newspapers such as the Pittsburgh Courier, the Chicago Defender, and 
the Norfolk Journal and Guide organized the Lighthouse Defense Commit- 
tee to offer guidance and financial support. They collected several thou- 
sand dollars for McCray’s defense and fine, which had grown to about 
g10,000.'”” In South Carolina McCray utilized the extensive ppp network 
to raise funds. He received contributions from individual black business 
owners, teachers’ associations, and fraternal organizations.'*' ppp county 
clubs, local Naacp chapters, and community and church groups pro- 
claimed John H. McCray days and held mass meetings, teach-ins, and 
tallies designed to educate the black citizenry and to collect funds. Lists 
of contributors from these events indicate that most were able to donate 
a dollar or two, no doubt at great personal sacrifice"? Even a group of 
eighth graders from a Florence, South Carolina, high school contributed 
sto to McCray’s defense.'* 

This coming together of the African American community was fueled 
by a collective sense of outrage at this perceived attempt at intimida- 
tion. Supporters wrote long, heartfelt messages of hope to McCray and 
placed his legal troubles in the context of their larger struggle for politi- 
cal freedom. Most believed that his indictment was a setup and that he 
was being persecuted because of his influential position within their com- 
munity.’** McCray and other African American leaders were convinced 
that the Greenwood case had ties to the race between Johnston and Thur- 
mond. Political activist Modjeska Simkins and others attributed McCray’s 
indictment to Thurmond’s Dixiecrat supporters, and she implored blacks 
to vote for Johnston. She reminded black voters that while Olin Johns- 
ton was hardly a palatable choice, Thurmond’s Dixiecrats had organized 
for the sole purpose of opposing civil rights. Johnston was the lesser of 
two evils. Simkins admitted that Johnston’s campaign race baiting was 
contemptuous. However, she insisted that Thurmond forced Johnston 
into a corner. She and other African American leaders were not blind to 
political realities. “While it is most unfortunate” that Johnston engaged 
in race baiting, she claimed, it would have been “political suicide” for him 
to allow Thurmond’s charges to go unanswered. In her opinion, South 
Carolinians’ best hope of ridding state politics of “the Negro question” 
was for blacks to vote and defeat Thurmond."*” McCray later mused that 


214 * THE DECLINE OF THE DIXIECRAT MOVEMENT 


for black voters, the choice in the 1950 election was between two snakes, 
one three feet long and another six feet long. They chose the smaller 
snake.'*° 

Thurmond did not pass up the opportunity to take political advantage 
of the libel case. In June he ran an advertisement claiming that Johnston 
was in the Greenwood courtroom when McCray — identified in the ad as 
a defamer of white womanhood and an enemy of Strom Thurmond— 
requested and received a change of venue in his case, implying that Johns- 
ton had somehow intervened on behalf of defendant McCray.'*’ The 
Greenwood newspaper published a front-page denunciation from the 
judge in the McCray case concerning this advertisement. The judge vehe- 
mently denied that Senator Johnston had discussed McCray’s case with 
him, and in a later campaign advertisement, Johnston denied that he had 
tried to help McCray.'** 

The outcome of the election surprised many. Johnston defeated Thur- 
mond by a margin of approximately 30,000 votes.'*” Contemporary ana- 
lysts and historians agree that Johnston benefited from the relatively solid 
vote of labor, particularly textile workers in the upstate region, and Afri- 
can Americans.'*” Approximately 40,000 black South Carolinians voted, 
and they voted overwhelmingly for Johnston.'®' Returns from predomi- 
nantly black precincts in Charleston and Columbia support this conten- 
tion.’ Thurmond’s advisors generally felt that black voters also cut into 
their comfort margin in the rural Black Belt counties, an area where their 
candidate historically had done well. Thurmond’s forces conceded that 
they had underestimated the level of African American organization in 
tural precincts.'®* The evidence suggests that while Thurmond received 
the majority of the white Black Belt vote, he did less well in those rural 
counties that supported strong Progressive Democrat organizations.’ 

Olin Johnston had been one of Franklin Roosevelt’s most staunch 
southern supporters, yet his victory over Strom Thurmond, like the vic- 
tory of the loyalists in Alabama, illustrated how far New Deal politicians 
in the South had strayed from the platforms of the 1930s and the great 
extent to which the political atmosphere had been poisoned by the poli- 
tics of race. Trumpeting their records of opposition to civil rights, and 
no longer tied to Harry’ Truman, Johnston and the Alabama loyalists de- 
feated their Dixiecrat rivals by convincing the white voters that party loy- 
alty in congressional elections was the best means by which to safeguard 
their economic and their racial interests. Technically, the Dixiecrats had 
lost the battles of 1950, but they had inflicted considerable damage along 
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the way. In the long run, southern politics in general and southern blacks 
in particular were the real losers, as race once again dominated southern 
political contests. 

To almost no one’s surprise, James Byrnes won the South Carolina 
governorship by a huge margin of almost 150,000 votes. His victory was 
interpreted as a significant defeat for Truman, and South Carolina’s new 
governor appeared to be the perfect choice to inherit the leadership of the 
states’ rights forces. This was good news for states’ rights supporters, for 
by the end of 1950 the National States’ Rights Organization was in seri- 
ous trouble. The defeat of the Dixiecrat candidates in 1950 had effectively 
nailed the coffin shut on the formal movement. Furthermore, the orga- 
nization’s fund-raising schemes had not proved profitable, and the major 
cost of maintaining the office had fallen to Louisiana, Mississippi, Ala- 
bama, and Texas.'®* In December Frank Dixon informed Wallace Wright 
that Alabama’s states’ rights organization had disintegrated and that the 
state therefore would not be capable of contributing to the maintenance 
of the national office.°* Hardcore Dixiecrats would continue efforts to re- 
suscitate the organization —to no avail. Any further attempts at indepen- 
dence from the national Democratic Party would be left to the individual 
southern states to decide for themselves. 
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CUT FREE FROM THE MOORINGS 


Presidential Politics in the South 
in the 1950s and 1960s 


We have always classed ourselves as Democrats, but have voted Republican lately. 
But I would classify myself as independent. 


ANONYMOUS MISSISSIPPI FARM WOMAN 


1967 


As the 1952 presidential election drew near, Mrs. Claude H. Girardeau, 
custodian of the Confederate relic room in Columbia, South Carolina, 
puzzled over the candidates. Once again, as in 1948, loyal white southern 
Democrats like Girardeau struggled with the clash of traditional voting 
habits, ingrained political deference, and an uncompromising stand on 
segregation. Proudly declaring herself an unreconstructed rebel, Girar- 
deau recalled fondly how as a child she had seen Wade Hampton’s Red 
Shirts march through Camden during the closing days of Reconstruction 
and how this had shaped her political allegiances. “I'll vote like [Gover- 
nor] Jimmy Byrnes tells me to,” she said. “But if he votes fora Republican, 
then I won't.” She continued, “If I vote for Stevenson, the Democrat, 
I vote for a candidate favorable to the FEpc, and I am opposed to that. 
And if I vote for General Eisenhower, I'll be voting for a Republican, 
and I am still a rebel,” she said as she considered her options. “T just don’t 
know,” she sighed. “Maybe I won’t vote.”' 

In the early 1950s the fear of a general assault on southern schools 
became more widespread as the civil rights court cases began, piece by 
piece, to erode the South’s wall of segregation. Southern whites con- 
cerned about federal encroachment into the rights of the states searched 
desperately for a solution. As the presidential election neared, many 


longed for an alternative to the national Democratic Party, which, they 
believed, remained unresponsive and insensitive to the region’s demands. 

Crippled by dwindling finances and an equally diminished reputation, 
the National States’ Rights Organization proved incapable of provid- 
ing the necessary leadership to unhappy southern conservatives. States’ 
tights advocates across the South turned instead to South Carolina gov- 
ernor James Byrnes for direction. Addressing the annual Southern Gov- 
ernors’ Conference in Hot Springs, Arkansas, Byrnes articulated a posi- 
tion that ardent states’ righters would follow for the next several years. 
Proclaiming a course of political independence in presidential elections, 
Byrnes declared the South owed no loyalty to party or candidate. He 
warned that “in 1952 Southerners will look beyond the wrappings to see 
what’s in the [political] package.” * Following his lead, many states’ rights 
advocates refused to return to the national Democratic Party fold, al- 
though they stopped short of creating a separate political organization. 
Instead, former Dixiecrats and other states’ rights enthusiasts confined 
their activities to their particular states and attempted to maintain in- 
dependence from the decisions made at the Democratic National Con- 
vention. Unwilling to support national party nominee Adlai Stevenson, 
averse to resurrecting the Dixiecrat organization, and not yet ready to 
join the Republicans, states’ rights advocates became presidential Repub- 
licans, organizing independent parties to promote Dwight Eisenhowet’s 
candidacy. 

The staging ground in the fight for states’ rights changed dramatically 
following the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 
1954. No longer confined to the ballot box, states’ rights defenders went 
to work in communities throughout the South, organizing at the grass 
roots to forestall desegregation orders. The most powerful of these mas- 
sive resistance organizations was the White Citizens’ Councils, which by 
the end of 1955 claimed chapters in every southern state. After the court 
decision, southern politics and white southern life successfully and in- 
tensely focused on race and the defense of segregation. The organized 
resistance to federal encroachment into the rights of the states that had 
begun with the Dixiecrat campaign spread with a terrible fury and did 
not abate until well into the next decade. 


The National States’ Rights Organization drew its last official breaths just 
as the NAACP’s civil rights strategy was gaining momentum. The Supreme 
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Court had found in the Naacp’s favor in the McLaurin and Sweatt suits in 
1950 that mandated equal facilities for black students. In December the 
NaAcp filed suit in Briggs v. Eliott, a Clarendon County, South Carolina, 
case that directly attacked the “separate” provision in the separate-but- 
equal doctrine established in Plssy v. Ferguson (1896). Aware that the tide 
was turning against them, southern lawmakers scrambled to delay, or in 
some cases prepare for, the inevitable. 

In 1951 Byrnes successfully lobbied for a 3 percent sales tax and a $75 
million bond issue to fund a massive school building program to equal- 
ize black schools in an effort to stave off court-ordered desegregation. 
“South Carolina need have no fear that white children and colored chil- 
dren will be forced to attend the same school,” Byrnes declared in late 
January 1951 in his first message to the state legislature. “The white people 
will see to it that innocent colored people will not be denied an educa- 
tion because of selfish politicians and misguided agitators.” * Lobbying 
before the South Carolina Education Association in March, Byrnes ar- 
gued that the state should improve black schools “because it is right” but 
also because “it is wise in view of the suit.”* With the Clarendon County 
case already before the federal courts, Byrnes hedged his bets. In 1952 the 
state legislature approved a measute, to be presented as a referendum to 
voters in November, to close the state’s public schools if the Supreme 
Court overturned Plessy? 

Governors across the South took strong stands in defense of segre- 
gation. In April 1951 Mississippi’s Fielding Wright declared that his state 
would protect racial segregation “regardless of costs or consequences.” ° 
Georgia’s Herman Talmadge, recently elected to a full four-year term in 
1950, likewise emerged as one of the region’s staunchest defenders of seg- 
tegation and states’ rights. A New York Times correspondent would later 
dub Talmadge “the South’s foremost spokesman of “white supremacy.’”” 
Following the Sweatt, Henderson, and McLaurin decisions, Talmadge de- 
clared, “As long as Iam Governor, Negroes will not be admitted to white 
schools.” * In 1951 the Georgia legislature approved an appropriations bill 
that denied funds to any desegregated public college or university.’ 

Many white southerners anticipated that the 1952 presidential election 
would be as contentious as the 1948 race. It was unclear, though, to whom 
disgruntled southern Democrats could turn. The National States’ Rights 
Organization disintegrated as the more moderate membership turned 
away. By May 1951 Birmingham columnist John Temple Graves had dis- 
associated himself from the States’ Rights organization entirely and con- 
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fided to Thurmond his feeling that the group should disband: “I am cer- 
tain... that only harm can come . . . from further association with Laney, 
Perez, Wilkinson, and company, and that this is the only way to get those 
albatrosses from our necks.” Although he was unwilling to publicly ex- 
press his displeasure with the States’ Rights group, Thurmond assured 
Graves that “you and I think a great deal alike.” ' The State newspaper, 
once an avid supporter, admitted that “the States’ Rights movement .. . 
needs heavy shots of vitamins and vitality if it is to be of any assistance 
in the American scene” in 1952." That desperately needed revitalization 
never came, and the National States’ Rights Organization quietly folded, 
unceremoniously closing its Washington bureau in August 1952.” 

Thurmond retired to his private law practice in Aiken, South Carolina, 
following his loss to Senator Olin Johnston in 1950. He eschewed any 
public association with the states’ rights movement, telling one supporter 
that “since I am now out of politics and practicing law, it will be incum- 
bent upon some of these persons who are Governors or Senators to take 
the lead in the movement this time.” ° Despite his new life as a private 
citizen and his disavowal of formal association with the Dixiecrats, Thur- 
mond nevertheless continued his involvement in South Carolina states’ 
tights activity. In particular he oversaw the administration of more than 
$18,000 remaining from the 1948 Dixiecrat campaign earmarked to pro- 
mote “states’ rights principles.” He announced that the money would 
be used “to reaffirm Southern political independence.” '* Thurmond also 
worked to get the state’s new governor, James Byrnes, to assume leader- 
ship of the movement, probably in an effort to separate the states’ rights 
movement from its present discredited leadership. Thurmond had not 
slipped quietly into political retirement; he was simply regrouping. 

Thurmond wanted Byrnes to “[point] the way for our people” in 1952."° 
Byrnes responded that while he appreciated Thurmond’s sentiments, “I 
will not seek such leadership. Iam sure no effort will be made to thrust it 
upon me; but should I be urged to assume the role of leadership, either as 
a candidate for national office or without being a candidate, I would de- 
cline to assume that role.” '’ Thurmond nevertheless believed that Byrnes 
would assume leadership of the states’ rights movement “at the appro- 
priate time.” '* He wrote to Horace Wilkinson that “Governor Byrnes is 
a man of national prestige and we are extremely anxious for him to be 
active and I feel confident now that he will be.”” 

Despite his coolness to the official states’ rights organization, Byrnes 
was recognized as the “South’s chief strategist.””” He spent much of 
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Governor James F. Byrnes of South Carolina. Photograph courtesy of Special Collections, 


Clemson University Libraries, Clemson, South Carolina. 


1952 traveling across the South, addressing state legislatures and private 
groups on the importance of states’ rights and political independence. 
Speaking at the annual Southern Governors’ Conference in Gatlinburg, 
Tennessee, in late 1951, Byrnes stated flatly his opposition to another term 
for Truman and acknowledged the possibility of another southern revolt, 
depending on the nominee.”' In a speech to a joint session of Georgia’s 
general assembly in early February 1952, Byrnes declared that “we must let 
the leaders of all political parties know that the electoral vote of the South 
[can] no longer be taken for granted.” He promoted Richard Russell’s 
candidacy and urged all white southerners to “stand up and fight.” 
Political writer Jack Bell acknowledged that Byrnes planned to “fight to 
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the last ditch,” and unlike the 1948 effort, “his will be no heedless half- 
effective bolt.” The State noted that “if a revolt [in 1952] becomes nec- 
essaty, plans should be laid more carefully, with official delegates from 
the several southern states attending. They should be appointed by the 
Democratic party in each state. Then the movement would be tied in with 
the existing organization.” 

Mississippi continued to be a stronghold of states’ rights support. In 
May 1951 Fielding Wright advocated a repeat of the 1948 revolt, with 
supporters to be drawn from both the Republicans and the Democrats. 
Speaking before the National Cottonseed Products Association, the Mis- 
sissippi governor advocated the creation of a third party based on “states’ 
tights and Americanism.” Wright declared, “The old traditional Repub- 
lican party is too reactionary to inspire confidence. The present party 
in power has lost the confidence of the American people and I am con- 
vinced will not be returned to office.” He suggested the southern states 
attend the Democratic National Convention “and demand all socialis- 
tic planks and those repugnant to the South be deleted.” They should 
also hold their state conventions in recess should they need to reconvene 
to reinstruct their electors. Although supportive of a third party effort, 
Wright announced that he was through with politics when his term ended 
in January 1952.”° The Mississippi spEc met in June 1951 and reaflirmed 
its opposition to President Truman, and all candidates for the 1951 gu- 
bernatorial primary pledged allegiance to the states’ rights movement. 
Former governor Hugh White, who had served his first term in the 1930s, 
was elected to a second term on a campaign that opposed the FEpc and 
all other civil rights legislation and supported states’ rights and indus- 
trial development. He also succeeded in presenting himself as the stron- 
gest segregationist candidate. Following the election, Wright confided to 
Thurmond that Mississippi would be “safe” with governor-elect White.”* 

The states’ righters’ strategy in 1952 depended in part on whether Harry 
Truman would run again for president. Although Truman had written in 
his diary on April 16, 1950, that he was “not a candidate for nomination by 
the Democratic Convention” in 1952, he remained silent on the question 
for the first few months of the election year.”’ The president approached 
several individuals in his search for a successor, including Chief Justice 
Fred Vinson and General Dwight Eisenhower. Neither expressed inter- 
est.”* Truman announced on March 29, 1952, that he would not accept 
another nomination for president, breaking the Democratic field wide 
open.” The leading contenders included Senator Estes Kefauver of Ten- 
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nessee, whom Truman privately nicknamed “Cow Fever” and ridiculed as 
a “demagogic dumb bell”; Senator Richard Russell of Georgia, the strong 
favorite among southern Democrats and whom Truman considered a 
man of “ability and brains... but... poison to Northern Democrats and 
honest liberals”; Adlai Stevenson, the intelligent and urbane governor of 
Illinois; Vice-President Alben Barkley, respected by many Americans but 
regarded as too old at age seventy-four; and Governor Averell Harriman 
of New York, whom the president considered “the ablest of them all,” but 
a man whose Wall Street credentials and immense wealth threatened to 
alienate the party’s working-class constituency.” Not surprisingly, most 
southern conservatives rallied behind Russell.*’ 

With a smaller field of candidates, the Republicans anticipated a much 
tighter race for convention delegates. Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio was 
the early front-runner but anticipated a strong challenge from Harold 
Stassen. On January 7, from the headquarters of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization in France, Eisenhower announced that he would accept but 
would not seek the Republican nomination.” 

Eisenhower emerged early as the choice of many Alabama states’ rights 
supporters. Shortly after the general threw his hat into the ring, Dixie- 
crat leader Gessner McCorvey unveiled a plan by which “Southern state 
Democrats [would] nominate their presidential electors prior to national 
conventions of national parties and pledge them to the general.” Ac- 
cording to McCorvey, “If one of the major political parties then comes 
along later and nominates the same man . . . that will be perfectly all 
tight. We will let them share with us the glory of electing a president.” 
Although he stopped short of personally endorsing Eisenhower, Frank 
Dixon predicted that the state would vote Republican if the general was 
the nominee.*’ 

Even before the national party candidates were chosen, however, 
southern politicians, often led by former Dixiecrats, were actively taking 
steps to free their states from any obligations to the national Democratic 
Party while still remaining within the state Democratic Party, which still 
wielded the political power in the state. Alabama Dixiecrats faced the 
toughest challenge. The loyalists were determined to maintain a firm 
grasp on the reins of power following their 1950 spEC primary victory. 
Senator Lister Hill threw down the gauntlet to states’ righters early, in- 
sisting that the “mandate” Alabama voters sent in 1950, when they elected 
loyalists, be carried out in 1952. He and other loyalists strongly believed 
that they needed to ensure against a repeat of 1948.™* 
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The Alabama spEc was scheduled to meet in late January to make 
arrangements to support the 1952 Democratic nominees from “top to 
bottom.” Specifically, the loyalists wanted to institute a pledge to bind 
electors and delegates to support the national party nominee.** Dixie- 
crat Roger Snyder, a Birmingham lawyer and member of the spkEc, an- 
nounced that he would introduce a states’ rights resolution “allowing 
white Democrats of Alabama the privilege to vote as they please for presi- 
dential electors.” *° In a preemptive strike, Dixiecrat Horace Wilkinson 
brought suit against the spec a little more than a week before the meet- 
ing. Wilkinson asked the court to enjoin the spEc from requiring elector 
candidates in the spring primaries to pledge their support to the national 
party nominee.*’ On January 24 the Alabama Supreme Court rejected 
Wilkinson’s motion.*® 

The Alabama spEc gathered for the showdown on January 26. During 
the roll call the States’ Righters on the committee stood and waved Con- 
federate flags. Senators Hill and Sparkman, and Representatives Rains, 
Jones, and Elliott, all party regulars, were on hand to support the loyal- 
ists. As expected, the loyalists introduced the pledge to bind electors to 
the national party nominees; the committee adopted it by a nearly 2 to 1 
margin.” The Birmingham News called the pledge “unwise in practical pro- 
cedure and unsound in basic principle.” *° Several county committees re- 
fused to require candidates for county office in the spring primaries to 
sign the oath adopted by the state.*" 

Following the convention, Dixiecrat Sidney Smyer threatened that 
the Alabama States’ Rights supporters would stage another revolt “if 
the nominees and platforms of both major parties ate obnoxious to the 
South.” He said that Alabama should have an independent presidential 
elector slate just in case.*” Smyer spoke prematurely, for the Dixiecrats 
first tried to capture control of the state’s Democratic electors by chal- 
lenging the legality of the pledge. On January 30 Ed Blair, publisher of 
the Pell City News-Aegis and a 1948 Dixiecrat elector, attempted to qualify 
as a candidate for presidential elector without pledging support to the 
Democratic nominees for president and vice-president.** The Alabama 
Dixiecrats won an early victory when an Alabama circuit court invali- 
dated the loyalty oath for presidential electors. In a decision that applied 
only to electors, the court held that the oath violated the U.S. Constitu- 
tion, which provides that electors shall vote for candidates of their choice. 
The loyalists promptly appealed the decision to the Alabama Supreme 
Court.** Unwilling to wait for the state supreme court’s decision, the 
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Dixiecrats moved to circumvent the oath. On February 12 McCorvey filed 
as a presidential elector candidate in the May 6 primary using a newly 
printed Dixiecrat form that omitted the national party loyalty pledge.® 
Wilkinson announced shortly thereafter that the Dixiecrats had a slate of 
eleven electors, seven of whom were Dixiecrat electors from 1948, who 
had refused to sign the pledge. 

On February 29 the Alabama Supreme Court ruled in favor of the 
Dixiecrats, upholding the lower court, 5 to 2. It declared that candi- 
dates for presidential elector could run in the Democratic primary with- 
out promising to support the national party nominee.** McCorvey an- 
nounced that the decision “clears the way for Alabama to withhold its 
electoral vote from Harry Truman or anyone selected by him.” U.S. Sena- 
tor Lister Hill warned voters that “the decision would impair, if not de- 
stroy, party government and defeat the will of the people of Alabama 
expressed in the Democratic primaries of 1950. It is to be deplored.” *” On 
Match ro a citcuit court panel issued a writ of mandamus directing the 
state party chairman to certify the eleven-member Dixiecrat elector slate 
in the May 6 primary.** A couple of the Dixiecrat candidates for presi- 
dential electors in Alabama declared that they would possibly vote for 
the Republican nominee. One man even swore under oath that he would 
be willing to steal votes to prevent Truman’s nomination.” As in 1948, 
the Solid South was in political disarray. 

On April 3 Alabama Democrat loyalists won their fight in the U.S. 
Supreme Court, which reversed the Alabama lower court’s decision 
knocking out the loyalty pledge. The court ruled that the oath was indeed 
constitutional and that presidential elector candidates could be required 
to pledge party loyalty. A despondent McCorvey noted that “naturally 
that ruling takes a lot of steam out of us.”*° In a last-ditch effort to get 
the Dixiecrat slate of presidential elector candidates on the Democratic 
primary ballot, Wilkinson appealed to the Alabama Supreme Court on 
April 4, asking the state court to circumvent the U.S. Supreme Court 
by ruling that the loyalty oath violated the state constitution. The state 
supreme court refused to consider Wilkinson’s motion until it had re- 
ceived the formal opinion of the U.S. Supreme Court.*' The request was 
effectively denied. 

With the loyalty pledge secured, Alabama state party leaders called for 
unity. With Truman out of the race, many felt it was now feasible for the 
loyalists and the Dixiecrats to reconcile their differences.°* Many Dixie- 
crats balked. Wilkinson said Truman’s withdrawal as a candidate would 
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not change the position of Alabama Dixiecrats. “Our fight has been not 
only against Truman, but against anyone who advocates Truman’s civil 
tights program.”°* Approximately a dozen Alabama Dixiecrats met in 
Montgomery on April 24 and decided against organizing a slate of in- 
dependent electors for the May primary. Following the advice of South 
Carolina governor Byrnes, they agreed to “hold their fire” until they knew 
who the nominees for the two parties would be. Several Dixiecrats could 
not wait that long and stated that they were fairly certain they would 
be voting Republican in November.** To no one’s surprise, the Alabama 
Democratic primary produced an unopposed slate of electors pledged to 
support the national nominee.”° At the state party caucus on May 27, how- 
ever, the Democrats failed to unite the delegates in a solid front behind 
one candidate; thirteen lined up for Russell and nine for Kefauver.”° 

The other former Dixiecrat states were more successful in freeing 
themselves from the dictates of the national party. South Carolina’s Dem- 
ocratic convention met on April 16 and “left the door wide open for 
[another] bolt.” The convention threw its support behind Russell and 
adopted a resolution in which the party “reserve[d] the right to determine 
its course in the general election” based on the actions taken at the na- 
tional convention. The delegates voted to hold another state convention 
the second week in August following the national convention. In his key- 
note address Byrnes declared his fidelity to “principles and not . . . party 
labels. I want to know what is in the platform of the Republican party 
as well as in the platform of the Democratic party.” *” The state took a 
wait-and-see attitude but clearly reserved for itself the right to act con- 
trary to the national convention should the delegates so desire. Byrnes 
stated on the eve of the convention that South Carolina might go Re- 
publican in November if the Democratic presidential candidate proved 
unacceptable.” 

Mississippi’s state Democratic Party convention, held June 26, like- 
wise supported Russell and voted to attend the national convention but 
not to bind its representatives to support any candidate chosen by the na- 
tional convention. Should Russell fail to get the nomination, and if the 
nominee were not acceptable to the delegation, Mississippi Democrats 
would reconvene the state convention and choose their own presidential 
ticket.*? The convention recessed until August 5, when it would either 
ratify or reject the national party nominees and platform. Addressing 
the convention, Governor White warned, “The States’ Righters would 
again become a third party as in 1948 rather than accept a civil rights .. . 
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platform and nominees pledged to it.” °° Mississippi Democrats declared 
their state party “a free and independent political party and as such is 
fighting for the sound principles of Jeffersonian Democracy and States’ 
Rights. Ours is a fight for sacred principles—not a fight for any man.”*" 

Ultimately six southern states—South Carolina, Louisiana, Missis- 
sippi, Georgia, Texas, and Virginia—agreed to reconvene their conven- 
tions after the Democratic National Convention. Between the state and 
national conventions, Byrnes continued his fight on behalf of southern 
political independence. Addressing the Delta Council in Cleveland, Mis- 
sissippi, the heart of Dixiecrat country, he declared that unless south- 
ern Democrats received “sympathetic consideration” from the national 
party, they should support a third party candidate. Byrnes went on to 
praise the million-plus voters who supported the Dixiecrats in 1948. 
Thurmond remained publicly silent. 

Awate of a potentially significant independent vote, the national Re- 
publican Party welcomed the disgruntled Dixiecrats. At a Lincoln Day 
tally of Alabama Republicans in Birmingham in early February, Republi- 
can national chairman Guy Gabrielson made a strong bid to win Alabama 
Dixiecrats over to the Gop. Gabrielson intimated that nothing separated 
Dixiecrats from Republicans, other than simple semantics. “Our friends 
call themselves States’ Righters and we call ourselves Republicans. But 
they oppose corruption in government, and so do we,” he declared. “We 
want the Dixiecrats to vote for our candidate. The Dixiecrat movement is 
an anti-Truman movement. The Dixiecrat party believes in states’ rights. 
That’s what the Republican Party believes in.”°* Dissident Democrats, 
though, were not so readily accepted by the state Republican parties, who 
jealously guarded the reigns of power and resented the Dixiecrats as “one- 
shot Republicans” who would do nothing to help strengthen the party at 
the grass roots.** 

The Republicans poured into Chicago the first week of July for their 
nominating convention. Probably more than in any past election, white 
southerners felt they had a stake in the outcome of the Republican con- 
vention. Although Taft entered as the front-runner, Eisenhower domi- 
nated the first ballot, 845 delegates to 280.°° 

The Windy City also played host to the Democrats, whose convention 
opened on July 21.’To prevent a repeat of 1948, the convention adopted a 
loyalty pledge, which stated, “No delegate shall be seated unless he shall 
give assurance .. . that he will exert every honorable means available to 
him in any official capacity he may have to provide that the nominees of 
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the convention for president and vice president through their names or 
those of electors pledged to them, appear on the election ballot under the 
heading, name or designation of the Democratic party.” Southern dele- 
gates strongly opposed the pledge and predicted another bolt. Unlike 
in 1948, the national party leaders took pains to appease southern con- 
servatives. Convention chairman Frank McKinney defused a potential 
tebellion by announcing that no attempt would be made to oust delega- 
tions refusing to abide by the loyalty oath.°° In the end only representa- 
tives from Louisiana, South Carolina, and Virginia refused to sign the 
pledge, and they nonetheless participated fully in the convention, which 
ultimately approved a watered-down civil rights plank and nominated 
Adlai Stevenson for president and Alabama senator John Sparkman as his 
running mate.°’ The Democrats had avoided the panic and bolt of 1948; 
the threat of Eisenhower’s conservative appeal forced the more liberal 
wing of the party to accept concessions in the interest of unity. 

Shortly after the convention, Alabama Dixiecrat and Birmingham at- 
torney Sidney Smyer conceded he did not think the Dixiecrats would 
fight the Stevenson ticket or put up any opposition.®* Alabama Dixiecrats 
recognized the futility of opposing a Democratic ticket that carried the 
state’s U.S. senator. But having made the break in 1948, many could not go 
back. Instead, several prominent Alabama Dixiecrats threw their lot in 
with the Republican Party. Tom Abernethy of Talladega, a 1948 Dixiecrat 
elector and 1950 States’ Rights campaign chairperson, announced early in 
1952 that he planned to stump the state for Eisenhower. He resigned his 
position on the spec in late July. A number of other influential Dixie- 
crats eventually threw their support to the general, including state chair- 
man Gessner McCorvey, textile magnate Donald Comer, Dothan banker 
Wallace Malone, and Montgomery construction king Winton M. Blount, 
who would later serve as Richard Nixon’s postmaster general.” Aside 
from Abernethy, though, there was not a wholesale switch of Dixiecrats 
to membership in the Republican Party. The bonds of local party loyalty 
and the power of the state Democratic Party were too intense to allow a 
wholesale resignation. Furthermore, even had they wanted to join the Re- 
publicans, former Dixiecrats were not always welcomed by the preexist- 
ing state Republican organizations, which were fairly moribund bodies 
in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Assessing the state of southern politics 
in 1949, V. O. Key had little good to say about the leaders of the south- 
ern Republican parties, whom he referred to as “palace or bureaucratic 
politicians” more concerned with patronage than with keeping in contact 
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with Republican voters. Most Republican leaders in southern states, Key 
noted, “are overwhelmed by the futility of it all, but they keep the faith in 
a quiet spirit of dedication not unlike that of the Britisher who, although 
living in the jungle surrounded by heathen, dresses for dinner.””" 

South Carolina Democrats reconvened their state convention on Au- 
gust 6 and unenthusiastically supported the national party nominees. De- 
spite his alienation from the national Democratic Party, Byrnes refused 
to engineer a revolt akin to the one in 1948. Without Byrnes’s leadership, 
the impetus for another takeover fizzled. The governor, nevertheless, dis- 
tanced himself from the Democratic Party candidates. He criticized the 
national party platform and refused to commit himself to voting for the 
Democratic candidates. Some states’ rights advocates at the convention 
moved that the party support the Eisenhower-Nixon ticket. Byrnes dis- 
agreed, arguing that it would not be right for the state Democratic Party 
to pledge its electors to the Republican candidates. The convention left 
the door open, however, by assuring party members that no one would be 
punished for supporting Eisenhower in the general election. Byrnes later 
told reporters that the vote supporting the Stevenson-Sparkman ticket 
did not reflect the true strength of the Eisenhower backers.” 

That same day, shortly after the convention voted to support Steven- 
son and Sparkman, South Carolinians for Eisenhower launched their 
movement to collect 10,000 signatures to place presidential electors 
pledged to Eisenhower and Nixon on the general election ballot as an in- 
dependent ticket. Byrnes signed the petition on August 13 but claimed he 
did not yet know for whom he would vote.” The movement, spearheaded 
bya little-known Columbia attorney, garnered the support of many South 
Carolina Dixiecrats.”* Petitions with 53,000 signatures asking for an in- 
dependent Eisenhower ballot were filed with the South Carolina secre- 
tary of state on September 3.’° Byrnes finally came out for Eisenhower 
on September 18. In a prepared speech the governor declared, “T shall 
place loyalty to my country above loyalty to a political party and vote for 
General Dwight D. Eisenhower.” ’° Strom Thurmond, silent, remained 
in the shadows. 

South Carolina independents were backed by a national independent 
organization, Citizens for Eisenhower, and were assured that the can- 
didate would campaign in the South. The state chapter of Citizens for 
Eisenhower and the South Carolina Eisenhower group agreed to pool 
their resources in an effort to carry the state for the general.” As in Ala- 
bama, those states’ righters who wished to support Eisenhower steered 
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clear of the state Republican Party, which in South Carolina suffered from 
years of disarray. When Eisenhower visited the state in late September, it 
was at the request of the independents, the stronger and better-organized 
group.”* Recognizing the power of traditional political allegiances, even 
the regular state Republican Party encouraged voters to support the in- 
dependent slate, since they knew they would be unsuccessful in pulling 
in any votes on the Republican ballot.” The State went to great lengths to 
assure voters that voting independent was not the same as voting Repub- 
lican.*° 

States’ rights forces in Mississippi also agreed to run Eisenhower on 
an independent ticket, although Governor Hugh White backed the na- 
tional party candidates.** As in South Carolina, this display of party loy- 
alty and acquiescence masked discontent with the national party plat- 
form. The absence of a wholesale rejection of the Democratic nominees 
was due mote to the fact that Stevenson simply did not engender sufficient 
hatred to foment a political revolt on the scale of the 1948 Dixiecrat cam- 
paign. In Louisiana, Eisenhower supporter and Dixiecrat Leander Perez 
tried once again to “capture the rooster” for an independent slate. This 
time his efforts failed, and the Louisiana state central committee awarded 
the vote-getting chanticleer to the Stevenson-Sparkman ticket.*” Perez 
threw his considerable influence and finances behind Louisiana’s bipar- 
tisan statewide group called Americans for Eisenhower. Also endorsing 
Eisenhower in Louisiana were anti-Long governor Robert Kennon and 
former governor and Dixiecrat Sam Jones.** Relatively quiet through- 
out the campaign, in his first public statement regarding the presidential 
campaign, private citizen Thurmond announced on November 2 from 
his home in Aiken that he would support Eisenhower.”* 

The national Republican Party recognized this opportunity to make 
serious inroads into the South, and Eisenhower gladly accepted invita- 
tions from state Republican parties and independent organizations in 
a number of southern states.** One of the Republican candidate’s big- 
gest campaign stops was in Columbia, where an estimated 50,000 people 
crowded onto the statehouse lawn to hear him. From atop the speaker’s 
platform, the general rose to his feet when the band struck up “Dixie.” “I 
always stand when they play that song,” the general said matter-of-factly. 
The crowd cheered.** The switch was on. 

If the Dixiecrat movement failed in its 1948 attempt to defeat Truman, 
it in no uncertain terms began the transformation of southern politics, 
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although the road to a two-party South was far from smooth. The 1952 
presidential election confirmed voting trends that had been set in motion 
in 1948 and established new patterns that would continue throughout the 
1960s. Stevenson carried every state in the Deep South, but Eisenhower 
made profound inroads into the traditionally solid Democratic territory 
and captured Florida, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. The 
Republicans added new support from voters in the South’s swelling urban 
and suburban populations to their traditional bailiwicks in the Upper 
South. This metropolitan Republicanism had first appeared in 1948 and 
would prove the most durable over the next two decades. Eisenhower 
also pulled in a surprising number of voters from the Black Belt region, 
the Dixiecrat stronghold. Throughout the Deep South, but especially 
in Georgia, South Carolina, and Mississippi, there was a strong correla- 
tion between counties that supported the Dixiecrats and those that en- 
dorsed Eisenhower. Although it had been unable to institutionalize itself 
at the state level, the Dixiecrat movement had effectively loosened the 
moorings of southern political allegiance at the national level, weaken- 
ing the custom of automatically supporting Democratic Party nominees. 
The Dixiecrats had, after all, accomplished something: the national party 
could no longer take the South for granted. 

Despite definite Republican gains in the 1952 presidential election, 
declarations heralding the demise of the one-party South were premature, 
or at least they underestimated the time required for such an immense 
shift in political identity. However, to undervalue the significance of 
this transformation powered by the Dixiecrat movement distorts politi- 
cal history. The Republican Party would make few electoral inroads be- 
neath the presidential level until the early 1960s.*’ White southerners were 
firmly committed to a period of flux, however, and those concerned with 
the maintenance of segregation spent the 1950s in a search for the best 
political alternative. In late 1953, one year into the Eisenhower adminis- 
tration, South Carolina newspaperman William Workman polled some 
sixty persons who had played active roles in the independent movement 
to elect Eisenhower. Respondents were asked whether they thought in- 
dependents should maintain their own organization, join the state Re- 
publican Party, or resume affiliation with the Democratic Party of South 
Carolina. Those polled overwhelmingly believed that South Carolinians 
who had supported the president should remain independent, although 
not a few still wished to maintain their standing within the Democratic 
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Party. As one respondent stated, “South Carolinians for Eisenhower or- 
ganization should be kept intact, not as a third party, but as a framework, 
teady for prompt expansion in case of eventualities in 1956.”*° 


From the late 1940s to the early 1950s, the NAacp had been carefully 
choosing cases with which to challenge head-on the separate-but-equal 
doctrine enunciated in Phessy v. Ferguson. The U.S. Supreme Court consoli- 
dated five related school desegregation cases under the title Brown v. Board 
of Education of Topeka, Kansas, and handed down its decision on May 17, 
1954. Speaking for a unanimous court, Chief Justice Earl Warren posed 
the crucial question: “Does segregation of children in public schools 
solely on the basis of race, even though the physical facilities and other 
‘tangible’ factors may be equal, deprive the children of the minority group 
of equal educational opportunities? We believe it does.” Addressing him- 
self directly to Plessy, Warren continued: “We conclude that in the field of 
public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Sepa- 
tate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” *” This momentous de- 
cision, delivered on what came to be known as Black Monday to many 
white southerners, effectively destroyed the constitutional foundation for 
segregation and changed forever southern race relations. 

Given the monumental nature of the ruling, the reaction in the South 
was defiant. Senator James Eastland’s comments were uncharacteristi- 
cally tempered, albeit resolute. Southerners would not abide the court’s 
decision, he declared, and “will take whatever steps are necessary to re- 
tain segregation in education.” Senator Maybank of South Carolina 
admitted he was “shocked” by the ruling, which he called “a shameful 
political rather than a judicial decision.”°' A strong states’ rights news- 
paper in Charleston commented, “We receive the decision with distaste 
and apprehension. But it is too late to secede and start another war be- 
tween the states. Other means must be sought to live within the laws of 
our country.” °? Columbia’s 7/e State pleaded for “no excitement between 
the races” and counseled “calm deliberation,” while the C/arion-Ledger in 
Jackson encouraged Mississippians’ to tackle the problem of desegrega- 
tion with “wisdom, courage, faith and determination.” ’* The court was 
not yet through with the South, however. One year later, in April 1955, the 
court reconvened to hear arguments regarding the timetable and methods 
for the execution of the ruling. 

As historian Numan Bartley succinctly stated, the “Brown decision 
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focused race politics in the South.” In the 1954 gubernatorial races in 
Georgia and South Carolina, two states in the forefront of resistance to 
segregation in the pre-Brown era, the defense of segregation dominated 
campaign oratory.”* Voters in Mississippi and Louisiana would have to 
wait until 1955 and 1956, respectively, to choose new state officials. Louisi- 
ana’s state legislature, however, created the Joint Legislative Commit- 
tee to Maintain Segregation that began drawing up plans to fight orders 
to desegregate.”” Other state legislatures soon followed suit, creating 
committees and passing laws to prevent the enforcement of desegrega- 
tion. In South Carolina the Gressette Committee, chaired by state sena- 
tor Marion Gressette, had been strategizing since 1951, so by the time 
the court handed down its decree, the committee had devised countless 
obstacles to subvert it.’° 

While the efforts of southern legislators to circumvent the law were 
disturbing, perhaps more sinister was the explosion of grassroots re- 
sistance organizations in communities across the Deep South. Angered 
by the persistence of African American parents petitioning local school 
boards to desegregate, these groups retaliated with economic reprisals 
and physical violence. Led by the White Citizens’ Councils but encom- 
passing a myriad of groups, the massive resistance movement articulated 
and channeled white anxiety and effectively aided elected officials in de- 
laying the implementation of desegregation orders for a decade. 

The first citizens’ council was organized in Sunflower County, Mis- 
sissippi—the home of Senator James Eastland —in July 1954. By the end 
of the following year, the massive resistance movement claimed 250,000 
members, with organizations in every southern state, though Missis- 
sippi’s Association of Citizens’ Councils dwarfed all other state confed- 
erations. Like the Dixiecrats, the councils were strongest in Black Belt 
towns, and in some states they strongly influenced state politics.’’ Coun- 
cil membership reflected a community cross-section, and former Dixie- 
crats, many of whom were connected to industrial and plantation inter- 
ests, frequently occupied positions of power. Mississippi circuit judge 
Thomas Pickens Brady of Brookhaven, chairman of the Dixiecrat party’s 
speaker’s bureau, published a widely circulated book titled Black Monday 
and became one of the councils’ more sought-after spokespersons. In 
a speech before the Citizens’ Council of Indianola, Mississippi, Brady 
spelled out the horrors of integration to an anxious white audience. 
History had proven, Brady declared, that “the black blood swallows up 
[the white], and with it goes this deterioration. It blows out the light 


PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS IN THE SOUTH * 233 


within a white man’s brain.” ’* Walter C. Givhan, a Safford, Alabama, 
planter; spokesperson for the State Farm Bureau; and a 1948 Dixiecrat 
elector, sat on the board of directors and eventually became executive 
secretary of the Citizens’ Councils of Alabama in 1958. Birmingham at- 
torney and prominent Dixiecrat Sidney Smyer was also an influential 
council member.”” Leander Perez helped found the Association of Citi- 
zens’ Councils of Louisiana, and New Orleans industrialist and Dixie- 
crat founder John U. Barr was elected president of the Federation for 
Constitutional Government, a regional organization initiated by Senator 
Eastland, whose goal was to coordinate the activities of the state resis- 
tance groups.'’? South Carolina Citizens’ Council leaders Farley Smith, 
Emory Rogers, and Micah Jenkins were all strong Thurmond supporters. 
Furthermore, the councils in South Carolina received financial assistance 
from the states’ rights fund—money left over from the 1948 campaign 
that was earmarked for states’ rights activities.'°’ 

In 1954 Strom Thurmond recovered from his defeat to Johnston and 
regained his mastery of the art of political timing. Thurmond’s trium- 
phant return to public life coincided perfectly with the uproar over Brown. 
In September 1954, well after the state Democratic Party primaries, Sena- 
tor Burnet Maybank died suddenly of a heart attack. In a meeting held 
only hours after Maybank’s funeral, the South Carolina spec named 
state senator Edgar Brown of Barnwell, a powerful national Democratic 
Party loyalist, as the U.S. Senate nominee instead of convening a special 
primary election. South Carolina Democrats reacted immediately with 
anger. Capitalizing on this wave of public outrage, Thurmond declared 
himself a write-in candidate on September 7. He further announced 
that, if elected, he would resign from office before the 1956 Democratic 
primary, allowing South Carolina voters to choose a senator to serve 
the remaining four years of the term. With this bold stroke, Thurmond 
once again transformed himself into a candidate of “the people,” the 
political outsider bravely challenging the draconian dictates of the state 
Democratic Party, which had—behind closed doors—cheated them of 
their rightful voice. To a group of white southerners still reeling from a 
Supreme Court decision they considered unjust and oppressive, this was 
an exhilarating development. In just two months, despite the obvious 
practical obstacles facing a write-in candidate, Thurmond engineered a 
huge upset victory. He won an astounding 63 percent of the votes and 
was easily reelected in 1956. After his election, advisor Walter Brown rec- 
ommended that Thurmond “drop the ‘J 
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from his name. “ “Strom Thut- 
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mond’ sounds like a people’s Senator, while the ‘J’ is just a little stilted,” 
Brown advised."** Thurmond agreed. As for being “the people’s Sena- 
tor,” Thurmond quickly demonstrated which people he represented when 
he became a leading figure in the massive resistance movement. He was 
one of the authors of the 1956 Southern Manifesto, which eventually was 
signed by a majority of southern congressmen and senators. It declared 
the Brown decision “a clear abuse of judicial power” and commended “the 
motives of States which have declared the intention to resist forced inte- 
gration by any lawful means.” '” 

If the Brown decision rejuvenated the states’ rights cause, it damp- 
ened the support of former Dixiecrats for Republican presidential can- 
didates. In a 1955 follow-up questionnaire to Eisenhower supporters, 
William Workman asked various South Carolinians to assess Eisenhow- 
et’s strength in the Deep South. Most respondents agreed that Eisen- 
hower had suffered some setbacks, primarily because of the race issue.'* 
But where would the disgruntled Democrats turn? To many, the only safe 
path was the path of independence. In his 1956 reelection bid, Eisen- 
hower gained votes in the peripheral South but lost some of the support 
he had gained in the Black Belt in 1952, although he swung Louisiana into 
the Republican column. In all four of the states that had supported the 
Dixiecrats in 1948, states’ rights electors pledged to Harty F. Byrd, U.S. 
senator from Virginia, and Mississippi congressman John Bell Williams 
were on the ballot. For the most part, the states’ rights candidates drew 
Black Belt support that had gone to Eisenhower in 1952. Deep South 
voters apparently blamed the new Republican chief justice Earl Warren 
for the Brown decision and were upset about the support given the plain- 
tiff’s case by Herbert Brownell, Eisenhower’s attorney general.'°° 

In 1960 Louisiana and Texas returned to the Democratic fold, but 
Democratic Party candidate John F. Kennedy lost the electoral college 
votes of Mississippi and half of Alabama, which went to independent 
electors. Political scientist Alexander Lamis points out that civil rights 
was not a major issue in the 1960 campaign and that Kennedy and Nixon 
held similar positions on the issue. Furthermore, in the aftermath of 
Little Rock, civil rights was more closely identified with the Republican 
Party. Finally, Kennedy’s choice of Texas senator Lyndon B. Johnson as 
vice-president offered a conciliatory gesture to the Democratic Party’s 
southern wing.'”° 

Republican gains among white southern voters in presidential races 
were virtually solidified with President Johnson’s embrace of civil rights. 
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In 1964 Johnson won every state in the Union except Arizona and the 
Deep South. Republican candidate Barry Goldwater, in his effort to 
“hunt where the ducks are,” instituted the “Southern Strategy” aimed at 
the conservative region. Strom Thurmond campaigned strenuously for 
the Arizona senator, and Thurmond himself switched allegiance to the 
Republican Party. Two years later Thurmond was elected as a Republican 
senator in South Carolina."°’ Goldwater’s strength in the South corre- 
lated with the black population in those states — very similar to the Dixie- 
crat trend. In the 1950s, whites had split along class lines: the middle- 
and upper-class white suburbanites supported the Republican nominees, 
rural whites supported independent states’ rights candidates, and urban 
working-class whites stuck with the Democrats. In 1964 the race issue 
obliterated class differences. The side effect of the Goldwater landslide 
in Dixie had been the election of seven new Republican congressmen — 
the first since Reconstruction. This renewed Republican regional vitality, 
however, was tenuous. In Mississippi, for example, the state Republi- 
can Party put up challengers in four of five house districts, and Republi- 
can congressman Prentiss Walker, elected in 1964, challenged U.S. Sena- 
tor James Eastland for his seat. All efforts failed."°* White voters dis- 
enchanted with the national Democratic Party were not ready to fully 
embrace the Republicans. When asked about his party affiliation, one 
seventy-year-old white farmer told the interviewer, “You kinda help me 
out and give me some ideas; everything has gone out of sight. Don’t know 
what to say. Democrats have always been high; things are out of sight 
now.” *°° 

As the 1968 election drew near, southern defections from the na- 
tional Democratic Party peaked. President Johnson committed himself 
to dismantling what remained of Jim Crow through his Great Society 
programs, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 
1965, which significantly increased black voter registration throughout 
the South. Much of the angry white working-class South turned to the 
candidacy of Alabama governor George C. Wallace and the American 
Independent Party, hoping to deadlock the election in the electoral col- 
lege and force the decision into the House of Representatives, just as in 
1948. They failed just the same, but combined with voters who supported 
Republican nominee Richard Nixon, 80 percent of the white elector- 
ate rejected the national Democratic Party nominee, Hubert Humphrey. 
Together Nixon and Wallace virtually annihilated the Democratic pres- 
ence in presidential voting in the South. Wallace captured the votes of 
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Black Belt and traditional working-class white Democrats, and Nixon 
received solid support from whites in the cities and suburbs.” Capitaliz- 
ing on whites’ anger and sense of betrayal over potential and actual racial 
change, Goldwater, Nixon, and Wallace tapped into the same core of 
Deep South voters that had supported Thurmond in 1948. 


By all accounts the Dixiecrats’ play for political power failed. Indeed it is 
easier to dismiss them as Confederate-battle-flag-waving political mal- 
contents than to determine their impact. But in assessing the Dixiecrats’ 
importance in terms of southern political history, it is perhaps necessary 
to separate the men from the message and to identify the mere act of 
political rebellion — status quo and reactionary though it was —as signifi- 
cant. As some historians and political scientists have noted, the politics of 
economic class took root in the South during the 1930s and 1940s and per- 
sisted into the 1950s. Amidst the economic upheavals engendered by the 
Great Depression and World War IT, the predominantly white hill coun- 
ties and working-class white urban precincts joined forces and succeeded 
in electing numerous economic liberals to southern statehouses and Con- 
gress.''* Feeling increasingly uncomfortable within the national Demo- 
cratic Party and within state politics as well, Black Belt whites, wedded to 
a political philosophy that melded economic conservatism and white su- 
premacy, nevertheless remained within the national party fold so long as 
the party maintained the racial status quo. President Truman’s embrace of 
civil rights legislation in 1948, in addition to the local civil rights agitation 
they witnessed firsthand, constituted the last straw for Black Belt whites 
as well as for a number of economically conservative industrial and agri- 
cultural elites who felt that a permanent Fepc threatened their ability to 
exploit both black and white labor. Hill county and urban working-class 
whites, while strongly opposed to all civil rights legislation, neverthe- 
less still identified with the national party that had addressed their basic 
economic needs. For these voters the hardships of the Great Depression 
and the gains of the New Deal and World War II were close enough, 
and the civil rights threat posed by Truman’s agenda not yet immediate 
enough, to prompt them to abandon the national Democratic Party. The 
threat was more than strong enough for whites in the Black Belt, how- 
ever. Perched atop a platform of racial and economic conservatism, the 
Dixiecrats led the exodus of Black Belt whites from the solid Democratic 
South. The Dixiecrats’ insistence on maintaining the Democratic Party 
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label in the 1948 election and their rhetorical strategies to assure voters of 
their political legitimacy demonstrate how difficult this process of politi- 
cal transformation would be. However constrained and manipulated their 
protest, it provided an outlet for white anxiety and the first tentative steps 
toward significant and lasting regional political change. 

With this revolt, then, the Dixiecrats precipitated the weakening of 
the Democratic Party’s grip on presidential elections in the Deep South. 
Furthermore, the 1948 campaign laid the foundation, if only in presiden- 
tial voting, for the creation of a two-party region. While the more durable 
factor of presidential Republicanism was the support of affluent urban 
and suburban whites, the Republicans in 1952 gained adherents among 
former Dixiecrats in the Black Belt as well. Until the mid-1960s the Black 
Belt vote remained wildly unpredictable and unstable, attaching itself to 
the national candidate— Eisenhower in 1952, Byrd in 1956, Nixon in 1960, 
Goldwater in 1964, and Wallace in 1968—who presented himself as the 
most ardent defender of states’ rights. 

Finally, the Dixiecrats and, in particular, Strom Thurmond initiated a 
national political discussion on the dangers of an expansive federal gov- 
ernment and on interest group politics that threatened issues of “local 
control.” This conservatism gained credence among a wider audience 
following the civil rights and Great Society legislation of the 1960s, and 
it fueled George Wallace’s presidential campaigns in the 1960s and 1970s 
and the Reagan revolution and the rise of the Christian right in the 1980s. 
Indeed, Thurmond’s ploy in the 1950 senatorial campaign to paint him- 
self as a political independent while portraying opponent Olin Johnston 
as a Washington insider eerily foreshadowed the anti-incumbency fervor 
of the 1990s. When a majority of South Carolina voters in November 1996 
walked into the voting booth and pulled the lever for Thurmond, honor- 
ing him with another term as their senator, they may have recalled his 
earlier pledge to “fight the forty-year wrongs of liberalism.” Who better 
to fight that war than the man who had fired the first shot? 
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